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Prologue


 


 


The AI had
miscalculated.  If it had feelings it would now doubt its abilities.  Since it
didn’t, it still was certain that its calculations were correct, and always
would be.  But only if it had been given the correct data.  It had calculated
that it would be able to destroy the creators, the humans.  But it had not held
three vital pieces of data about their capabilities.  It had not known they
could achieve hyper VII, a dimension which at the time of its attack none of
its ships could reach.  It had not known of the human wormholes, which had been
used to transport forces great distances in an instant, as well as launch
missiles traveling at fantastic speed that were almost untraceable.  And it had
known nothing of their faster than light fighters, and the incredibly powerful
weapons they could deploy.  All had come as a surprise, and all had contributed
to the human victory.  Now it had the secret of hyper VII, and could probably
make wormholes if it had the resources to do so, which it didn’t at the
moment.  The faster than light fighters were still beyond it, and it didn’t
think it would puzzle out their secret without a capture, which was unlikely.


The situation had
changed, and the information coming in was indicating that things would not get
any better in the near term.  Maybe if it could weather the coming storm it
could battle back and win a victory.  Maybe not.  But defeatism was also
emotionally based, and so was not a part of its programming.


The signals kept coming
in from the scattered units of the Machine fleet.  Here a bit of grav pulse
code from vessels not capable of sending more than simple messages.  There a
more complete message from a more capable platform.  The Central AI gained
almost the same information from all the transmissions, sparse and detailed. 
The human ships were on the move into Machine space.  Small groups of their
hyper VII ships, hundreds in all, scouting, striking at targets of opportunity,
and there was very little the hyper VI machines could do about it.  The AI was
in the process of retrofitting some of its extant ships to VII standard, but it
would be some weeks before the first were ready, and it would still be heavily
outnumbered in that dimension.


To make matters worse,
the main human fleet of hyper VI ships were moving out from their two known
systems.  Several thousand vessels, many of which had to be equipped with their
wormhole weapons, were on the move.  It had no idea how many of their faster
than light warp fighters were embarked on that fleet, but it could be
thousands.  The AI didn’t panic at this news.  That was an emotionally driven
response, one that was impossible for any of the machines.  All it could do was
look at the forces coming toward it, to the best of its knowledge, and go
through its own order of battle to see what moves it could make.  It could
estimate the total enemy capabilities based on what the enemy had done in the
past, but could not guess at what new surprises they might spring.  That took
imagination, something else the Machines were totally devoid of.


Still, it could make its
dispositions and plan its contingencies.  Not all of its systems would be
defended.  Some units would remain in those systems determined to be
expendable, mostly the base defense and industrial units that could not be
moved.  They would be sacrificed to take advantage of the enemy’s attention,
and hopefully cause damage to the human fleet.  Meanwhile, the bulk of the
forces would be brought back to the half dozen industrial systems thought to be
of greatest importance, there to fight the battles of attrition that could
weaken the enemy enough to increase the odds of winning the final battle.  That
battle would be fought in this system, if it came to that.


The final contingency was
also set in place.  A score of ships were being prepared to flee, each in a
different direction, to carry the essence of the Machines to other locations,
some within the Galaxy, some outside of it.  If the AI had been human it would
have railed over the fact that it had failed in this attempt, after so much
time and effort had been put into it.  It would not regret.  It would do all
that it could, which was to continue to fight, while making sure that its
mission would go on into the future.  And, per its calculations, there was
still a chance of victory in this time and place.  And with that in mind it
prepared one final strike force, to attack the other intelligence in the area. 
If it could use that attack to pull some of the human force out of its own
territory, so much the better.  And if the humans didn’t bite, it could at
least destroy one more technologically advanced space faring species.  That in
and of itself was worth the effort.


*     *     *


“We need your technology,
female,” said Hraston Gonoras, the supreme dictator of the Gorgansha People.


And my title is not
female, thought
Rear Admiral Natasha Khrushchev, trying to hold her temper in check.  It
wouldn’t be a good idea to piss this being off, especially since she and her
diplomatic team were on the planet, basically at the mercy of the dictator. 
Her ships were in far orbit, at a range where they could detect any attack on
them in time to defend.  She was sure her battle cruiser could destroy fifty
times its mass in the less advanced warships of this species before it was
destroyed.  The point was, she was not here to start a war with these people,
as enjoyable as that might be, considering their attitudes.  She was here, at
the orders of her Emperor, to bring them into an alliance against the
Machines.  While it was true that Admiral Bednarczyk was on the move, and
probably had enough force to destroy the Machines, though most likely at a high
cost to the Empire, she didn’t have enough ships to patrol every possible
escape vector from Machine space.  The Gorgansha fleet would prove to be very
helpful in that regard.  As far as Natasha was concerned, the alien fleet could
provide all the targets the Machines could fire at, using all of their
offensive weapons so the human force could take them with ease.  Command would
probably veto that idea, but it was nice to dream.


“And my Emperor has said
that we are to help you increase your tech base,” said the admiral.  “But that
doesn’t include everything in our tech base.  Our engineers are willing to give
you enough to improve your fleet.  Over time, as we develop more trust, we will
give you more.”


“You do not trust us,
female?” growled the dictator through the translator.  The being looked angry,
but then they always looked angry.  Based on what she knew of his culture, he
was probably thinking of horrible ways to torture her and her diplomatic team. 
And then he wouldn’t be getting any of the tech he desired.


“It is the policy of my
Empire to not gift new contacts with more than we are sure they can handle.” 
She watched the trinocular gaze of the being narrow as she raised her hand. 
“From what we have learned of you, I am sure you can be trusted.”  To do
what’s right as long as you need to, to get our tech.  Then to stab us in the
back.  “I am sure that your people will prove to be deserving of everything
we can give you.”  And what I would like to give you is a ship killer missile
right on top of your palace.  “But I am helpless to change policy, which is
made by those who do not know your people the way I do.”  And if they did,
they would sure as hell not give you anything.


It wasn’t as if she
thought all of the people of the Gorgansha race were evil.  No, she was sure
that the average peasant of this feudal society was no better or worse than any
other such downtrodden people.  As far as she could tell, the overlords were
evil.  She didn’t know much about the slave races they held.  Since the
overlords had found out that the Empire didn’t hold slaves, and didn’t
subjugate their alien members, they had insisted on keeping the humans away
from those people.  Didn’t want them to get ideas, obviously.


“Very well, female,” said
the supreme dictator.  “We will do it the way your masters demand.”


Yes, we will, thought Natasha with a
smile.  That was the only way they would get tech, unless they tried to take
her ships, and she didn’t think that would work for them.  No, they would get the
tech.  And then, when the war with the Machines was over, and they had to take
down these expansionist bastards, it would become a much more difficult
proposition.  Not impossible, not even that difficult given the disparity of
forces.  But it would cost the Empire much more to take them down at that
point.


 









Chapter One


 


If
you don't know how to die, don't worry; Nature will tell you what to do on the
spot, fully and adequately. She will do this job perfectly for you; don't
bother your head about it. Michel de Montaigne


EDGE
OF MACHINE SPACE: AUGUST 9TH, 1002.


Fleet Admiral Beata
Bednarczyk stared at the large holo tank in the center of the flag bridge.  By
the magic of holography it appeared to stretch for hundreds of meters.  Any
ship she had was on that plot, linked in real time through wormholes or
Klassekian com techs.  It was a technological edge she couldn’t have imagined
when she was a task group commander.  In those days, she would be lucky if the
scouts she sent out could actually find her to report.  And sometimes they
didn’t come back, and she never found out what had happened to them.


I only wish I was so sure
of all the enemy positions, she thought, scowling.  She knew where a lot of them were,
or at least the systems they were in.  But not all.  The Machines could have
robotic ships in any of a million systems, in an expanse as large as any sector
of the Empire.  She could send ships into some of those systems, but not all. 
And Machines could lie doggo in the systems she did scout, waiting for the
human vessels to leave.  She didn’t have the ships or the time to thoroughly
sweep systems she wasn’t absolutely sure of.   And the clock was ticking.


Why the hell did that boy
have to put me on a timetable like he did? she thought.  She knew why.  This was a
tertiary front.  It was of primary importance to the people out here,
particularly to those species who were in the crosshairs of the Machines. 
Their very existence was at stake.  The humans felt responsible for their
situation, since the Machines originally came from human minds.  Still, in the
overall scheme of things this front could not be as important as the primary
and secondary ones where humanity was under assault.  But this was her front,
and currently she thought she had the resources to win here, but it could all
be taken away at any moment.


There were a couple of
problems that she had that the commanders facing the Cacas didn’t have to deal
with.  For one thing, in the history of interstellar warfare, it wasn’t often
that the opponent had to be totally exterminated in order to win.  If some got
away into the dark of space it really wouldn’t matter, at least for quite some
time.  Of course, that hadn’t been true with humanity, but if the Cacas hadn’t
been so set of wiping out her species, they probably would have become another
slave race, and not established themselves as an empire thousands of light
years away.  Out here, if one Machine got away, they would probably establish
themselves in another part of the Galaxy, and unlike most organic creatures,
they could reproduce at a geometric rate, and become a menace in almost no
time.


And there were millions
of systems in this sector of space, which consisted of billions of cubic light
years.  Machines didn’t have the limitations of organics.  They didn’t need
life support, heat and atmospheric processing.  They could lie hidden in
systems, powered down completely, undetectable, only running a couple of
passive sensors and a small portion of their central computer.  Since there was
no way to sneak up on anyone through hyper, the Machines would always know they
were coming.


Even if I had the entire
Fleet out here, I couldn’t cover all the bases, she thought.  The best
she could do would be to smash their industrial base and send the Machines
running.  But those were not her orders.  They were to kill all the Machines,
to not let any of them escape.  And as impossible as those orders were, linked
as they were to the impossible situation, she was determined to do it.


“One of our scouts has
found another enemy system, ma’am,” called out one of the many com techs
manning the boards of the flag bridge.  “They’re far enough out that they think
the enemy doesn’t know they are there.”


The admiral walked
quickly over to that station, looking over the shoulder of the tech, who knew
better than to stop working her board.  Beata was a stickler for discipline,
but not at the expense of what was truly important, doing the job.  If someone
was engaged in a vital task, they were to ignore their superior officers, maybe
acknowledging their presence if possible.


“Are they using the
subspace probes?” asked the admiral.


“Yes, ma’am,” agreed the
tech with a smile.  “Snuck them right in and into normal space.  The Machines
are still working their ore beds in the asteroids.”


The holo over the com
board showed what the tech was talking about.   Heat sources out in the
asteroids, some denoting ore processing, others, even brighter, what could be
shipyards.


“Force commander is
reporting launch.”


Beata nodded.  She
wouldn’t be able to see that launch, since it was coming out of a wormhole on a
battlecruiser, the flag of the small force.  Thirty missiles were on the way,
all running silent from twelve light hours outside the barrier.  At point nine-five
light they would arrive on target in just under fifteen hours, driving past the
barrier and into normal space, right to where the enemy installation would be
by that time.  When they were about ten light seconds from the target they
would engage their drives and adjust their courses, heading into the targets,
striking with powerful warheads and the mass of kinetic energy they carried. 
The battlecruiser adjusted its aiming point and sent off another stream at a
second grouping of industrial targets.  Then another, making sure that all of
the potential targets were serviced.


“What’s their next
destination?” asked the admiral.


The holo over the board
changed, showing a small sector of the region, and another nearby star.  It
wouldn’t help to send the scouting force into the current system, since they
might be facing heavy odds, and she couldn’t afford fights like that.  Their
job was to take out Machine industry, to destroy their ability to make good
their losses.  And to take on their major forces with heavy battle groups.


The admiral cursed under
her breath and shook her head, turning and walking back to the central plot. 
It was like trying to single handedly stomp out a forest fire.  For every fire
she put out another couple sprung into life.


I need those new allies, she thought.  She
hadn’t liked what she had heard about the Gorgansha, but at the moment she
didn’t care if they stunk like shit and left slime trails on every surface. 
They had ships and crews, and they could be of use in scouting the numerous
systems the Machines could be hiding in.  And if they took heavy losses?  Well,
that was war.  And since they were so repulsive of habit, it wouldn’t break her
heart if they died in the place of her people.


“We have a major action
developing, ma’am,” said another of the techs.


“Where?  Who?” asked
Beata, turning and walking quickly to that station.


The holo came alive over
the tech’s station, showing a three-dimensional representation of a star
system.  The icons of Imperial ships were shown moving into the outer system,
while the icons of Machine ships populated the inner regions.


“Wormhole equipped ships
are firing,” said the tech, who was listening in on the command conversations
of the task force.


“How many?” asked Beata. 
She had too many task forces and groups out there, and couldn’t keep track of
who everyone was and what they had.  She could use her implant to look up the
information, but found that it broke her concentration.  It was easier to just
ask the people who were detailed to follow such things.


“Three, ma’am.  All are
firing.”


That was one weapon she
didn’t have to worry about the Machines duplicating.  Or at least she hoped
not.  The missiles came out of the wormholes at a very high percentage of light
speed, up to point nine-five c, and they couldn’t be tracked until they got
close enough to engage their drives for final target acquisition.  She supposed
active sensors could locate them, if the sensor was pointed toward the missile
and pulsed at high power.  Even then, it would only give them some few seconds
of earlier warning.


“Impact in one hour,
forty-one minutes.”


And that was a problem
with modern combat.  It still took too much time for a shot to hit, meaning you
had to wait for what seemed like forever to see if your strike did anything. 
Or, if you were on the receiving end and knew they were coming, you were given
over an hour to sweat, no fun at any time.


These things don’t sweat, she thought.  She
wished that they did.  It would be much more satisfying if the death machines
actually felt fear, panic, hopelessness.  But they just reacted according to
their programing, making decisions based on the statistical probabilities of the
situation.


The enemy ships started
to move and opened fire on the Imperial force, which was still on the other
side of the barrier and moving slow enough to stay beyond that barrier and jump
back into hyper.  The statistical analysis of the situation must have told the
Machines that they were being shot at, but she wasn’t sure why they were
shooting back.  They had to know that the ships they were shooting at would be
able to jump to hyper well before their weapons got there.


Beata shrugged her
shoulders and walked back to the main plot.  Nothing of interest would happen
in that system for over an hour, and she would probably never know why the
Machines had fired when they had.   They were incomprehensible to her, while
most of the time they were also utterly predictable.  And completely without
emotion.  She shivered for a moment at those thoughts, then steeled herself to
continue to look like the imperturbable commander she was rumored to be.


*     *     *


 


GORGANSHA
HOME WORLD.


 


“The Emperor has agreed
to the transfer of some technologies to your people, and I am authorized to
give you working examples of those techs,” said Rear Admiral Natasha
Khrushchev, looking at the dictator of the Gorgansha people on the holo.


“That is all well and
good, female,” growled the leader, his use of patronymic making her skin
crawl.  “But we need some of your improvements now.  We can, of course, reverse
engineer anything you give us. And eventually produce it in quantities enough
to aid us in our fight against the artificial life forms.  But what about our
immediate needs.” 


They are such sexists, thought the admiral,
amending that thought as soon as she had it.  There were still some sexist
species in Imperial space, and even a few humans who still considered women as
inferior to men.  Physically they were, on the bell curve distributions that
described just about all human abilities.  That didn’t mean all men were
stronger or faster than women, just that more fell higher on the bell curve
distribution.  Which was the main reason the prespace military was dominated by
males.  Modern technologies, with armored protection that gave the wearer
greater strength, had made that conceptual framework obsolete.  Women for the
most part had faster reflexes to go with their generally smaller size, but
there were still plenty of men in the aviation field.  But these people carried
sexism to a different level, almost like the Cacas.  With the Cacas their
attitude actually made some sense, since as far as humans knew all of their
females were not sapient, having the intelligence of toddlers even when they
were full adults.  She didn’t know much about the females of the Gorgansha,
since she hadn’t been exposed to any, but to people who had been down to the
planet’s surface, and who had heard females talking among themselves, they had
seemed as intelligent as the males.


Not that that’s saying
much,
she thought with an internal smile.  “Don’t be concerned, Lord Gonoras.  We
will be giving you large quantities of the equipment I have been authorized to
disperse.”


“And will we be getting
your hyper VII technologies?”


Here we go, thought Natasha,
internally grimacing.  “I have been authorized to give you our advanced sensor
technology, our missile tech, and all of our laser and defensive screen techs. 
That should allow you to improve your military considerably.  And it will give
you a much better chance in battle against the artificial life forms.”


“And the hyper VII
technologies?”


“The Emperor has not
authorized the release of those techs, my Lord.  I am sure that it will be
authorized presently.”


The face of the being
assumed a look she had come to recognize as rage, one of the primary emotions
of this species.


“That is unacceptable,
female.  We must have hyper VII if we are going to have any chance against the
artificial life forms.”


And it’s after the war
that we worry about,
thought the admiral, who had expected this confrontation as soon as she had
read the order from the Emperor.  She had been picked for this position because,
coming from Exploration Command, she was as much diplomat as warrior, able to
see both sides of the argument in a negotiation.  She could understand why the
alien leader was upset.  If they got the entire suite of Imperial technologies
they would be the masters of the Machines, and would also have some chance of
resisting the Empire if that power ever became a conqueror in this space.  By
not turning over all tech the Empire was showing that they didn’t trust the
Gorgansha.  On the other hand, the Empire didn’t trust the Gorgansha, who had
proven to be conquerors in the past.  The industrial capacity of the Gorgansha
was such that, even though they would never be a threat to the Empire in its
home space, they could become quite the rival out here.


“I will talk with my
Emperor and discuss your concerns with him, my Lord.  It may take some time to
get a response.  We are, as you know, fighting a war with a larger opponent,
and this area is not a priority in his mind.”


“And it is the number one
priority in my mind, female,” growled the leader.  “Perhaps we should contact
these opponents of yours, and see if they are of more help.”


And that would be a very
bad idea, you elevated fool, she thought, again showing no emotion on her face, not sure
how well these people had learned to read humans.  But she was sure the Cacas
would tell these people what they thought they wanted to hear, maybe even help
them to fight the humans, then turn on them whenever it was convenient.


“My Lord.  I am doing all
I can to help you, but I cannot go against the wishes of my monarch.  How would
you feel if a subordinate went against your orders?”


“I would feel very
satisfied when I witnessed his execution.”


Which was something
Khrushchev didn’t have to worry about with her own monarch.  As long as she
performed to the best of her ability, any mistakes she made wouldn’t cost her
life.  At most she would be relieved of command and drummed out of the
service.  But these barbarians killed their own for any and every infraction,
one of the reasons the Emperor didn’t trust them.  Hell, I don’t trust him
either.  There’s no telling what this idiot might do if we frustrate him for
too long.


“When can we expect this
material support?”


“The freighters are
scheduled to arrive within the week.  That will give you forty million tons of
materials.  I’m sure you can manufacture more on your own, once you look over
the technical materials we will provide.  In fact, I think we can give you some
of those now.”


“Very well.”  The holo
died, terminated from the other end.


“Security,” said the
admiral into the com.


“Colonel Nishnartra here,
ma’am,” came the voice of the commander of Khrushchev’s marine regiment.


“I want your unit at full
alert status.  We might have a situation here sooner than I wanted.  So, be
prepared.  Bridge.”


“Captain here.  Yes,
ma’am.”


“Make sure all weapons
are manned and ready.”


“They always are.”


“Just be prepared,
Captain.”


Natasha hoped the
dictator wouldn’t do something foolish.  If he tried to take her ship to get
the tech he wanted she would fight back.  She was sure that she would take many
times her tonnage with her.  She was also sure that she would lose.  Her force
was too heavily outnumbered for any other outcome.  And the Gorgansha would
lose their only ally in this region, probably resulting in their destruction by
the Machines.  A rational being would not make such a decision.  But nobody
could say these people were rational.  


*     *     *


“I hate putting her in
that position too, Admiral,” said Sean, looking at his Bolthole Front commander
on the holo.  “But I also hate to give up on the Gorgansha so soon.  I really
want to trust them, but they have to prove they’re worthy of that trust.”


“Kind of rough on
Khrushchev and her people if they do prove untrustworthy,” said Beata,
frowning.  “All they have is that one battle cruiser and a couple of
destroyers.  If those bastards decide they want to take her ships, they might
be able to stop them, but only at the cost of their lives.”


“And what do you suggest,
Admiral?” asked Sean, rubbing his temples.  If it wasn’t one thing, it was
something else.  He never seemed to find the time to relax.  Part of the price
of being the guy at the top.  He was liking more and more the idea his father
had for him, while he was still alive.  A minor diplomatic post, or else a
command in the Fleet.  While both of those came with stress, it couldn’t be
anything like what he had to deal with now.


“You’re going to send
freighters to them, aren’t you, your Majesty?  And I’m assuming at least one of
these will be a superfreighter.”


“That is correct,
Admiral.  One superfreighter and a trio of large cargo ships.  Forty-five
million tons of equipment, enough to upgrade a good portion of their fleet.”


“And it will be coming
into Bolthole through the wormhole gate?”


“Yes.  And what are you
getting at, Admiral?”  Sean was tiring of his admiral throwing around questions
as if he was supposed to get what she was about.


“I suggest that we open a
gate from Bolthole to the Gorgansha home system.  We bring the freighters
through, along with a strong escort of, let’s say, a dozen capital ships and
their escorts.”


“Are you sure you want so
many ships to escort a diplomatic mission.  I’m sure it will pay off in the
long run if we can get an improved Gorgansha fleet on or side.  But you need
ships, and Bolthole needs its defensive force.”


“And I don’t plan to
bring those ships into the Gorgansha home system just to sit there, your
Majesty,” said a smiling Bednarczyk.  “I intend a demonstration or two of our
capabilities.  The ability to move ships from system to system almost
instantaneously, and the size and weaponry of our capital ships as compared to
theirs.”


“And then you will bring
the ships back to Bolthole, while leaving the gate open,” said Sean, the idea
finally clicking in his head.  “And the aliens will know that a massive fleet
waits on the other side, in case Admiral Khrushchev needs them.  Genius,
Admiral.  Remind me to give you a raise.”


Beata laughed.  “You know
I don’t do this for the money, your Majesty.  In fact, you couldn’t pay anyone
in their right mind enough to do what we do.  But thanks for the compliment. 
So, I have your approval?”


“Of course.  Get to it. 
And how about I lend you an extra brigade of Marines to give to Admiral
Khrushchev.  Maybe she can find a use for them, and the heavy assault carrier
they come packaged in.”


“That would be wonderful,
your Majesty.  And I can think of some ways to use them to intimidate, uh, I
mean gain the attention of the Gorgansha.  Of course, you know this could
backfire on us.  The Gorgansha might see any show of force as an affront to
their sovereignty.  I can’t guarantee the results.”


“You have my approval,
Admiral.  If anything backfires the fault is mine.”


“I’m not really worried
about assigning fault, your Majesty.  What I am worried about is the
consequences, not who gets blamed.”


“And that’s one of the
major reasons you are out there, Admiral.  In command.  Now, I need to get to
work on something else.  Not everything gets solved this easily.”


The last thing Sean saw
on the holo was the shocked face of the Admiral.  Got her with that remark about
things being solved easily, he thought, pulling up transcripts of his
latest negotiations with Parliament.  If only she knew.  


*     *     *


Vice Admiral Mara
Montgomery was studying a plot very much like the one her superior was looking
at.   A huge plot of the sector, every known system represented, millions of
them.  But to her sight, altered by her implant, some systems stood out.  And
in her sight a small area was zoomed in, the system of interest and those
closest to them.


She was used to commanding
scout forces, everything from a squadron on up to multiple task groups.  Hit
and run was her specialty, but this time she was being ordered to take on an
enemy force in a head to head battle.  Of course, in the tradition of the
Imperial Fleet, she had been told what to do, but not how to do it.  That was
up to her, and she was determined to use her entirely hyper VII force to its
full advantage.  The enemy had gained the secret of hyper VII, capturing a
destroyer of that class.  But capturing that tech and using it were two
different things.  It took more than four times the amount of super-metals to
construct a hyper VII array than one of VI.  And it took a lot of industrial
effort to make those metals.  Giving the machines two options, with many other
shades of gray in-between.  They could continue to use their hyper VI vessels,
constructing their newer ships of VII capability, meaning less new
construction.  Or they could convert their existing vessels to VII standard,
rendering three quarters of their fleet no longer hyper capable.  Or they could
take one of many options to make some VII ships and leave the rest as they
were.


The problem was the
humans didn’t know which options the Machines would take.  What they were sure
of was that the Machines would quickly make a decision, and quickly carry it
out.  Not for them the constant bickering and arguing that would take place in
an organic command structure.


Thank the Goddess we
don’t have a government by committee during wartime, she thought as she tried
to make a decision on how she would approach the system.  History was riff with
examples of government committees who could not make up their minds and
compromised, sometimes with disastrous consequences. 


“That is the first system
we will strike,” she finally said, pointing out one on the plot that started
blinking.  “It has a large Machine presence, and we are positioned properly to
come in on four vectors.  We will take it out, then play it by ear from that
point.”


People nodded and
acknowledged the command.  All knew that when their commander made up her mind
it stayed made up.  No one would argue, unless they had good reason, and no one
on the bridge could currently come up with one.  There were too many unknowns
here, and one target was as good as any other.


“All groups should be in
position within thirty-four hours, ma’am,” reported the force navigation
officer.


“Very good.  I want
everyone ready to go in within thirty-six hours.  I want all groups coming in
simultaneously.  We can’t afford to let these bastards get an advantage against
any of our groups.”  She looked over at the com officer, who was manning a
board linked into their wormhole.  “Send that out to all ships.”


Now that the decision was made, Mara felt a sense of calm
come over her.  She had set the offensive in motion.  Within the hour the
commanders of the other attack groups would make their decisions.  But they
would all be acting in concert with her forces.  All would be within
forty-eight-hour travel time of each other.  The commander in chief did not
want anyone getting caught by superior enemy forces without relief able to come
to their aid.  Mara approved of that way of thinking.  While she was known as
audacious, she also knew when to be cautious, and opening the offensive in Machine
space called for caution.


 
















Chapter Two


 


Every act of creation is first an act of
destruction. Pablo Picasso


 


GORGANSHA SPACE:  AUGUST 15TH, 1002.


 


“We have an artificial
life form force on the way into the system, my Lord,” said the male manning the
sensor station.


“Show me,” ordered the
Lord Kessarlja, wobbling over on his triangular arrangement of locomotive
limbs.  No one would ever accuse his species of being graceful, and his people
realized it.  But when they were still, with their three points of contact on
the ground and their tails lying flat, they were all but unmovable, something
that must have been important in their evolution.


The system commander drew
in a quick breath as he saw the number of icons on the plot.  The holo was not
giving him complete information on the makeup of that force, but it didn’t need
to.  If they were Machine scouts there were enough of them to overwhelm his
system defense, and he didn’t doubt there were some more powerful units among
that incoming group.


“Sound the alert,” he
ordered, turning to stump back to his chair, claws clicking on the deck.


The alarm went off, a
high-pitched whine that hit the fight or flight nerve in his species.  It would
be going off all over the system as soon as the alert reached them at the speed
of light.  Moments after the alert sounded, on ships and bases, in cities and
the countryside on the inhabited planet, all would know what was heading their
way.  And all would realize that they hadn’t a chance.


Which didn’t mean that
they wouldn’t fight to the last, especially against an enemy that they knew
possessed not the slightest shred of mercy.  That was an evolutionary
imperative in most species, theirs no less than others.


The plot was showing more
and more enemy appearing every second, decelerating down at over a thousand
gravities so they would be able to jump through the dimensions, then back to
normal space.  After each jump they accelerated again, then deceled at the
halfway point.  It used a lot of energy, but got them in through the dimensions
of hyper much faster than the normal coast at three c method.


“Order all civilians that
can to get to the shelters to do so.  If they’re in a ship, they are to get to
the closest body they can hide behind and power down.”


The com officer gave a
head motion of acknowledgment and got to his system.  Kessarlja wasn’t sure how
much good it would do the non-warriors to cower in the dirt, or to hide in
space.  The artificial life forms could bombard the planet from space with
enough kinetics to make sure everything was dead.  And ships couldn’t power
down to nothing, they needed heat and other life support to keep their
passengers and crew alive.  If the artificial life forms moved through the
system they would gain enough sensor aspects to find everything.  And since
they weren’t alive, they wouldn’t have to hurry, and they wouldn’t get bored. 
They were here to kill every living thing in this system, and that they would
do.


“We can send your family
out in fast ships, my Lord,” said his chief of staff, standing over his
shoulder.


The plot was now showing
some of the artificial life form ships starting to curve around the hyper
barrier, obviously going to surround the system and cut off any escape.


“No, sending them away
would just lead them into the teeth of that,” said Kessarlja.  He would rather
be with his children, especially his sons, when the artificial life forms came
for them.  And there was no way he was going to desert his post.


“All of our warships are
boosting into position between the planet and the enemy,” came a call over the
com.  “It won’t be enough, but we will do our duty.”


The system lord knew that
the courageous male who commanded the force would die before he let the
Machines through.  Which meant he would die.


Kessarlja stared at the
plot, watching the icons of his system defense fleet on the move.  Forty-three
hyper capable warships, a battleship, eight cruisers and thirty-four
destroyers.  They were being joined by all the interplanetary warships that could
get to them in time, another hundred and three vessels, none larger than a
cruiser.  Those ships were actually very useful within the system, being able
to out accelerate the hyper capable ships, though not the vessels of the
enemy.  And so far over five hundred artificial life form ships were on the
plot, the first of them jumping down to hyper V before hitting the VI barrier.


“We will let them know
they have been in battle, my Lord,” said the chief of staff, seeing the
expression on the leader’s face.


And they will feel
nothing about how much of a fight we put up, thought Kessarlja, his nostrils flaring
in a sign of helplessness.  They will care nothing for their losses, or our
courage in facing them.  All they will care about is that we end, and they
won’t even feel the pleasure of crushing an enemy.  If I had to die, to see my
people die, I would much rather it be to something that felt elation at beating
us, something that actually mattered.


Would that be the fate of
all of his species, to end against something that wasn’t alive, and therefore
wasn’t a worthy opponent?  He could think of no more terrible end to a warrior
people.  There had to be a way out of this.  Maybe the aliens that were said to
be in contact with his race.  But they were not here.  Neither was the battle
fleet of his people.  And every living thing in this system was doomed to die.


“Enemy ships jumping down
to hyper IV, my Lord.”


“I can see that, you
fool,” he growled at the officer.  He felt bad a moment later.  The male was
doing his duty, making sure that the commander missed no detail of the death
heading their way.  He was to be commended for it, not cursed.


It seemed to take
forever, even if it was only a little over an hour, but eventually the enemy
force dropped into normal space just beyond the hyper barrier.  Four hundred
ships appeared on the plot, still too far away for a visual.  He knew what they
looked like, robot ships made entirely for killing, with no room or need for
life aboard them.  The other hundred odd continued to curve around the system,
dropping dimensions of hyper, but not as fast as the others, aiming to appear
at points surrounding the globe of the barrier and cutting off all escape.


“Enemy force firing,”
announced the com officer.


Hundreds more icons appeared
on the plot, the very large missiles of the enemy.  Not capable of the same
kind of acceleration as those of his kind, they were much harder to kill.  He
was sure his force would kill some of them, and was also sure it wouldn’t be
enough.


All Kessarlja could do
was sit in his chair and stare at the plot as the missiles headed for the
defensive force and the planet beyond.  Males hurried in and out of the control
room, voices continually made reports, and he paid attention to none of it.  He
had given all the orders he could think of.  Everything was out of his hands. 
It was really out of the hands of his subordinates as well, but they still had
jobs to do to, their part to play in this drama before it ended.


His fleet had fired,
missiles appearing on the plot, heading out.  Most were targeted on the
incoming weapons, about a third on the enemy force which had yet to launch a
second volley.


They want to see what
their initial volley did first, so they won’t waste any missiles, thought the lord.  They
don’t want to waste ordnance that could be used to kill off more life in other
systems.


“The artificial life
forms are starting to change vectors,” called out one of the males manning a
board.


“Why in the hells are
they doing that?” asked one of the senior officers.  “There’s no reason..


“My Lord.  We are picking
up fifty-four more objects moving through hyper, on a heading for the system.”


“More of the robots?”
asked Kessarlja, looking up, then back at the expanded plot to see the objects
the officer was talking about.


“I’m not sure, my Lord. 
But they are giving off different resonances, and they’re traveling in hyper
VII.”


“VII,” blurted Kessarlja,
leaping up from his chair and covering the distance to the sensor plot in an
instant with one jump.  “Then who the hell are they.”


“We don’t know, my Lord. 
But the artificial life forms seem to be discomfited by their appearance.”


The robots on the plot
were definitely changing vectors, boosting at their maximum acceleration.  Even
the ones coming into the system on different vectors were starting to shift. 
Whatever it was, it appeared the robots knew them, and did not like the
implications of their arrival.


“Any other information
you can get on the newcomers?” asked Kessarlja, hoping this might be salvation,
and afraid to hope at the same time.


“Some of them seem to be
very large, my Lord.  Around ten million tons.”


That was as large or
larger than the most powerful Gorgansha vessel, and traveling in hyper VII
showed they were more advanced in some ways than either his people’s ships or
the robots.


“Decelerating at over
five hundred gravities, so they aren’t as advanced as the robots in that
respect,” said the chief of staff.


“Or it shows they are
living creatures, who can’t handle anything past what their compensators can
convert to heat,” said another officer.


Which means they are more
advanced than we are in that area as well, thought Kessarlja, letting himself hope
some more.


The lord continued to
watch as the enemy missiles bore in, most destroyed by the fleet, some hitting
ships and turning them into clouds of plasma.  A little over forty made it
past, taken under fire by the fort and the orbital batteries.  Two made it past
those defenses, one intercepted by an orbital craft that vectored a collision
course, the other to strike in the center of the largest ocean on the planet.


Tsunamis swept out from
the strike, destroying the coastal regions around that sea.  The devastation to
Gorganshan and native life was terrible, but the people survived in the deep
shelters.


By that time the unknown
ships had entered normal space twenty light minutes from the enemy force, and
were starting to change their vectors to pursue the now fleeing robot force.


“Why don’t they fire?”
asked the chief of staff as the artificial life forms sent off volleys of
missiles and the newcomers didn’t return.


It seemed to defy all
logic that the newcomers weren’t firing.  It seemed they were destined to have
come in just to be destroyed, when hundreds of icons appeared on the plot
almost on top of the robots missiles, twenty light minutes from the newcomers,
already traveling at point nine-five light and boosting furiously to generate
hits against the enemy weapons.  Hits they did generate, and more of the robot
weapons fell off the plot.  Ten minutes later the same was happening to the
robot force, missiles appearing out of nowhere within light seconds of the
enemy, then shifting into the attack, blasting over a hundred of the enemy
ships out of space.


“Such power,” said the
chief of staff in an awed voice.


Yes, thought the lord.  And
on our side.  We are saved, until they decide we are ripe for the conquest.


*     *     *


“Next reloads are ready,
ma’am,” reported the tactical officer.


“Fire when they bear, Mr.
Stumpfield,” ordered Commodore Leticia Boroslav, leader of the task group.  She
had six hyper VII battle cruisers, fifteen light cruisers, and thirty-three
destroyers, normally too light a force to be taking on almost five hundred of
the Machine ships.  But each of the battle cruisers had a wormhole, making them
the offensive weapons of the force, capable of putting out a mass of fast
moving weapons.  The smaller ships were there for missile defense, making sure
that the powerful wormhole platforms weren’t hit and taken out of the fight.


The ship shook slightly
as it released the next stream of thirty wormhole launched missiles in less
than a second.  The five battle cruisers with the flagship fired within seconds
of each other, and one hundred and eighty weapons were on the way, untraceable
until they reached final engagement range.  Thirty seconds later the next group
was ready, and one hundred and eighty more were on the way.  Thirty seconds
after the next group launched.


“Hold up on the next
launch,” ordered the commodore.  They had sent off enough to theoretically
destroy the entire Machine force in the system.  There were still a half dozen
preacceleration tubes ready for each of the ships, but it would take thirty
minutes for those fired to get new weapons up to speed.


“Enemy ships have just
released missiles,” exclaimed the tactical officer.


“So I see,” said the
commodore, looking at the new icons that had appeared on the plot, boosting at
just over four thousand gravities, well below the capability of her own ship
launched weapons.  “They’re targeting the planet?”


A total of two hundred
weapons had appeared.  The Machine missiles were in the ten thousand ton range,
really more like robot attack ships.  They were much harder to kill than human
missiles, their mass able to absorb more energy.  But the enemy ships were not
able to carry many of them, about fifty for each of their capital ship sized
vessels, fewer for the smaller.


“Either that, or the Gorgansha force, ma’am.  Maybe both.”


“Order all
ships to target those missiles and release two wormhole launches.”


The tactical
officer acknowledged, and moments later the first of the launches was away. 
The tactical plot showed lines connecting the human missiles with their
targets, with velocity figures and ETAs filled in underneath the mass.  The
preaccelearted weapons would reach the enemy well before they got to their
targets.  And if they didn’t take all of them out, it was a sure thing there
wouldn’t be many left, which would give the aliens a fighting chance.


“Enemy ships
are firing on us now, ma’am.  Three hundred and seven weapons.  And that should
do it for their missile capacity.”


“Ask command
to get us some interceptors in the tubes,” ordered the commodore.  “And go
ahead and fire another spread of weapons at their swarm.”


The orders
given, all there was to do now was wait.  The Machine ships surrounding the
system were changing vectors and would soon be heading back out into deep
hyperspace.  There was nothing the human force could do about them at the
moment.  All the commodore could hope for was that they would form a battle
group and come back into the system, though she doubted they would.  Her force
would never run out of offensive missiles, unless the Donut ran out of
them, which wasn’t about to happen.  She could have sent some of her ships
around to attack the other Machine vessels, but thought it better to keep her
force together and take out their main group.  The fleet commander might have
issue with her decisions, but she thought Bednarczyk would sign off on her
tactics.


After a
boring hour things started happening very quickly.  Missiles started going off
among the incoming enemy weapons and they began to drop from the plot.  There
were a few direct hits, which totally vaporized both weapons.  The Machine
missiles had their own defenses, counter missiles and lasers, and these took
out some of the incoming, despite the minimum time given for reaction, since
the Machine computer brains were levels of magnitude faster than those
possessed by organics.  Gigaton warheads still had an effect when they
detonated in front of or close to the side of the Machine weapons.  Not as much
as they would have on a two hundred ton human weapon, but enough.  When the
flares had died half of the enemy missiles were gone.


Some few
minutes later the missiles struck at the enemy weapons heading into the system
with similar results.  Forty-six missiles of the original two hundred continued
in, and several of the survivors were boosting at a reduced rate.  Right into
the counter missile fire of the Gorgansha ships.   When those blasts cleared
there were only a half dozen weapons still forging ahead, while the Gorgansha
ships hit them with lasers and particle beams.


The commodore
let herself breathe again as the last of the of the enemy missiles heading for
the planet fell off the plot.  That was their primary mission here, to stop the
Machines from killing any more living worlds.  And though the planet had been
hurt by the earlier hits, it would survive, as would the intelligent beings on
it.


Missiles
started going off among the enemy fleet, the first one hundred and eighty
slamming into seventy-three Machine ships and converting them to plasma. 
Several more were damaged and began to lose boost.  The second wave hit thirty
seconds later, and the enemy force was reduced to less than half its original
strength.


The third and
fourth launches struck, and only thirteen Machines vessels were still moving,
none of them capital ships.


“We could
launch another spread, ma’am,” said the tactical officer.  “But they’ll
probably have jumped into hyper before they get there.” 


“Don’t
bother,” said the commodore.  “But order Goeben, Honshu, Forrestal and Hudson
and their escorts to boost for the barrier.  Captain Charleston of Goeben
is in command, and they are to harry this enemy through hyper until they
are destroyed.”


As far as she
knew, none of the Machine ships had hyper VII capability, and her vessels would
be able to overtake them and launch strikes between dimensions.  Charleston was
a good captain, a division commander, and he wouldn’t have any problem ensuring
that this enemy force never got home.


“Now boost
the rest of the force into the system.  We need to talk to these people.”


*     *     *


“Thank you for coming to
our aid,” said Lord Kessarlja over the com, looking
at the strange appearing alien on the holo.  The skin looked weak, while he was
not sure the purpose of the long fibrous substance coming out of its head and
showing over its narrow shoulders.  Some of the slave races of the dominion had
fur, but that was a shorter length fibrous substance, used to insulate their
bodies, while that growth from the head couldn’t serve that purpose in any
manner he could see.


It had taken
the alien capital ship sixteen hours to boost into close com range with his
force, along with a couple of cruisers and a half dozen destroyers.  The rest
had boosted out of the system and jumped into hyper, most probably in pursuit
of the artificial life forms.


“Glad to be
of service,” said the creature in a high-pitched voice, the words translated
into his language and a more comfortable timbre.  “Our emperor has ordered that
we be of help to you people against the artificial life forms, and so, here we
are.  One of our senior officers is currently in consultation with your
dictator in your home system.”


“Then I thank
you again, you and your very brave males.  And what is your name, good sir?”


The being on
the holo looked to be confused for a moment, her eyes widening.  “I am a female
of our species, sir.  As are half of my crews.”


Now it was
Kessarlja’s turn to be surprised.  Females in his society were always
subservient.  There had been female leaders among some of the slave races
before they had been conquered, probably one of the reasons they had fallen so
quickly.  That these humans had females of their species in charge of warships,
and battle groups of those ships, showed that they were not as wise as they
pretended to be, nor as strong.  Or were they?


“Is something
wrong, Lord Kessarlja?” asked the commodore, wondering what she could have
said.


“Nothing,”
said the lord after a moment’s hesitation.  “What are your intentions, now that
the artificial life forms are gone?”


“I’m not sure
they are gone for long.  But my whole force can’t stay here guarding you when
they are out there trying to kill off everything they can get to.  So we will
leave one battle cruiser and its escorts here, for now.  They can communicate
any moves by the Machines on this system.”


“So, it’s
true.  You have instantaneous communications.”


“We do.  And
sorry, we can’t give that tech to you at the moment.  Maybe someday.  And, if
you would like, I can come aboard your ship for a face to face meeting.  We
have always found that to be best in past contact situations.”


“I would like
that,” said Kessarlja, not really liking the idea at all.  But what could he
do?  These people had saved his system and all the people under his
protection.  And they might save them again in the future.


“We’ll have a
shuttle at your station in an hour,” said the female.  “Unless it would be more
convenient to have it arrive sooner.”


“No, that
will be fine.”


*     *     *


The Lord Kessarlja walked with his entourage out into the
hangar as soon as the outer hatch closed and the chamber was again
pressurized.  The human ship, what they called one of their standard shuttles,
looked more like some kind of small warship than simply a transport.  The hull
looked incredibly tough, and the snouts of weapons thrust from the nose of the
craft.  He stood waiting for the hatch to the shuttle to open and his deliverer
to disembark.  Fortunately, it had traveled only through space, and not through
atmosphere, and so didn’t carry a load of friction generated heat.


The hatch opened and two
beings came out in a walk.  They didn’t look like the humans he had seen on the
com, much bulkier in what had to be spacesuits.  Then it struck him that they
were in battle armor, which looked just as tough and capable as the shuttle. 
They took up positions, one either side of the hatch, and raised their rifles
till the barrels were pointing up, the weapon held close to their bodies.  He
wasn’t sure of the significance, but didn’t think it presaged an attack.


Four beings came through
the hatch, two of the humans he had already seen, wearing soft uniforms that
had the appearance of being their dress form.  One had the fibrous head
covering he had associated with the female he had talked with.  The next one
through had a face covered with small feather structures, a beak like nose over
a slash of a mouth.  The fourth figure through caused quite more commotion than
those that had preceded it.  It was enormous, taller than a Gorgansha, with a
four legged body longer than a male was high.  A torso protruded from that
body, with two powerful looking arms and a head containing heavy toothed jaws. 
Several of his males started to reach for weapons, so startled were they by the
sight of the creature, and he waved frantically for them to stop before they
drew and upset the saviors.


“Lord Kessarlja?” asked the human with the long fibrous head
covering in a high-pitched voice, walking forward, her other beings following
her.


“Yes,” said
Kessarlja, stepping forward, his hand out to mimic hers, not sure what it meant
but willing to follow her lead.  “Commodore Boroslav?”


“That I am,”
said the female, grasping his hard hand in her soft one.


“I am so
happy to meet you.  And your people promote the independence and advancement of
females?”


“Does that
bother you, Lord Kessarlja?” said Boroslav, her eyes narrowing.


The system
lord figured that the humans had already run into the dominant culture in the
capital system, and had probably come away feeling that milieu was derogatory
toward their own.


“It doesn’t
bother me at all, Commodore,” he said, lying slightly.  “In fact, my own wife
is my greatest adviser, and runs most of my household, which includes making
sure I am informed of things going on on my planet between males and females in
general.”


“That’s,
unusual for your people, isn’t it?”


“It has been
general principle in this system since the days of my grandfather,” said
Kessarlja, maintaining eye contact with the human officer so she could see he
was sincere.


“And do they
serve in your military?”


“Uh, we have
not progressed that far, Commodore.  Unfortunately, I am not a totally free
agent, and must obey the dictates of the supreme leader.”


“Which means
your supreme dictator, true?” asked the giant being in a deep basso voice.


Kessarlja was
about to answer when one of his advisor's whispered in his ear about the wisdom
of saying anything about the supreme dictator.  He blinked his eyes in agreement,
then looked back at the female.  “I have just been told that it might not be a
good idea to discuss this topic.”


The female
looked at him for a moment, and he could almost see the gears turning behind
her eyes.  “I, understand,” she said softly.  “I don’t want to get you in
trouble with your superiors.”


Kessarlja
didn’t respond to that, since it would be admitting that he was afraid of the
supreme dictator.  While his own people loved him, and he was sure they would
lay down their lives to defend him, if Supreme Dictator Hraston
Gonoras decided he wanted the system lord dead, he was as good as.  There was
no way his system defense force could stand up to the Consolidation fleet.


“Perhaps we
should adjourn to the conference room, where we have refreshments.”


The Imperial
delegation followed the system lord from the hangar and through the corridors
to a lift.  The large alien, identified as a Marine colonel and a member of the
Phlistaran species, had to wait for the second lift, while the other three rode
up with Kessarlja and his chief of staff.


Kessarlja
looked in fascination at the feathered being, who was a biped just like the
humans, but unlike them in many other ways.


“I neglected
to introduce my officers,” said the commodore.  “Allow me to introduce
Commander Beatrice Gordon, my chief of staff.  And this is Commander Hratta
Hisstarus, my staff intelligence officer.  Colonel Jadgator is the head of my
Marine battalion, responsible for security of my force.”


“And
Commander Hisstarus is?”


“I am a
member of the Gryphon species, System Lord.  We have been integrated into the
Empire for over seven hundred years.”


“Which means
they are full citizens of the Empire,” said the commodore.  “They are given all
the rights and responsibilities of humans, and are able to vote in all
elections that are germane to their locality of residence.”


“All?”


“My people
have over thirty members in the House of Lords,” said the alien in his sibilant
speech, translated into the language of the Gorgansha.  “And a hundred and
fifteen in the Commons.  We are well represented in the government.”


“Our Empire
attempts to integrate all alien species in our space into the body politic,
when they are deemed ready,” said Commander Gordon.


“When they
are ready?”


“How long did
it take your species to become full citizens, Hratta?” asked the commodore.


“I think
thirty-seven standard years from the signing of the peace treaty until we were
granted full citizenship.”


“Peace treaty?”
asked the system lord, his auditory receptors perking up.


“Yes,” said
the Gryphon, his strangely beautiful eyes looking out of his feather down
covered face.  “We declared war on the humans in the early days of their
Empire.  They beat us in battle, then ruled us so that we wouldn’t attack
again, eventually offering us inclusion into their nation.  Since they were so
strong, and since the only other alternative was to remain subjugated, we
accepted.  We…” 


The door to
the lift opened, and the party was led down a long corridor within the station
to a large room.  Inside the room was a long table, around it set two score
chairs.  Plates of food were laid out on the table, and decanters of liquids.


“I’m not sure
how comfortable our chairs will be to your people, and I have nothing at all
for your Marine officer.”


Moments later
the aforementioned officer came into the room, and seemed to have no problem
with standing.  The humans took some samples of the food and put them in
several devices they had brought with them.  It didn’t take long for the food
to be pronounced not only not harmful, but nutritious for all three of the
species who had come aboard.  Whether it was palatable remained to be seen.


Other beings
entered and started serving the food and drink.  Kessarlja noted that all of
the Imperials paid a great deal of attention to the non Gorganshas, though they
made no attempt to talk with them.


“Are your
servants voluntary or not?” asked the female commodore after taking a bite of a
meat and bread dish and smiling with pleasure.


“Do you mean,
are they slaves?” asked the system lord.  He looked up at the tall, thin gray
skinned biped and motioned for his attention.  “Monatus and his family have
been in the service of mine for generations.  Monatus, have you ever been
treated unkindly by myself or my family?”


“Why, no, my
Lord,” stated the being, his eyes widening slightly.  “We have been well
treated by you.”


“Are you
free, Monatus?” asked the commodore, her translator faithfully reproducing her
words in the Gorgansha tongue.


Kessarlja
gave the slave an eye blink of permission.


“The Lord
Kessarlja has owned my family for many generations, back to the time of his
great grandfather.  No one could ask for a better master.  And from his
grandfather’s time my people have suffered none of the excesses of the
non-Gorgansha of other worlds.”


“But you
don’t have your freedom?”


“What would I
do with my, freedom, as you call it?  I am fed, I have a warm and comfortable
place to sleep.  My family is with me, and all receive the medical care they
need.  What else could a being want?”


“Unfortunately,
Commodore, it is against the law of the Consolidation for non-Gorgansha to be
declared free beings in our society.  I, and those like me, especially on this
planet, wish it were otherwise, but it is what it is.”


The system
lord could tell that the human was thinking about what the servant had said. 
He wasn’t sure if he should have said any of the things he had, or to let her
question his old retainer.  It might come back to hurt him and his family in
the end, but he had been dying to talk to other beings that felt like he did. 
But now it was time to shut down this line.


“We are very
grateful to you for having come to our aid,” he said, looking from being to
being.  “And from what I understand, you have contacted our supreme dictator.”


“We have,”
said the female with a strange expression on her face.  “Our Emperor believes
that your people would make a powerful ally out in this region, but your tech
is not up to our standards.”


“So you will
give us this tech?  And strengthen the current regime?”


“Uh, about
that.  I’m not sure what else we could do, since we are not in the habit of
telling other beings what they should do.”


The system
lord heard her words, but thought he heard the political undertones of someone
who didn’t approve of his system.  Interesting, he thought.  He had
always wondered what would happen if his people had met a superior culture. 
And now he might find out. 
















Chapter Three


 


Our country is now taking so steady a
course as to show by what road it will pass to destruction, to wit: by
consolidation of power first, and then corruption, its necessary consequence.
Thomas Jefferson


 


GORGANSHA HOME SYSTEM:  AUGUST 19TH,
1002.


 


“The freighters will be
here within the hour, my Lord,” said the human female who was the leader of the
Imperial diplomatic mission.


“But, I have not been
informed of anything approaching the system, female,” said the incredulous
dictator.


“They’re not coming
through hyper, my Lord.  We are erecting the gate they will come through at
this moment.” She looked off holo for a moment, as if listening to someone
else, then turned back to him.  “I have to go.”


The holo died before the
dictator could ask what she meant.  He tried to get her back, but for some
reason she was not responding.  “Curse her, and all the humans,” he growled. 
He was not used to being denied, by anyone.  Every citizen and slave of his
kingdom answered to him, and he held life and death power over them.  But not
these humans, and that frustrated him.  And a frustrated Hraston Gonoras was not safe for anyone to be around.


Someone moved
behind the dictator, and as he turned on his quadrupedal stance of three legs
and a tail he found a slave coming up to put a flask of drink on the table, the
perfect target for his anger.


“Fool,” he
shouted, striking out with his single right arm and striking the slender
creature in the face, hard enough to snap its neck.  The creature fell dead to
the floor, taking the flask with it, which shattered on the tiles.


“My Lord,”
called out a sentry, running into the room.  “What happened?  Did he attack
you?”


“The fool
distracted me,” growled the leader.  “Remove this offal from my sight, and send
in another slave with more wine.”


The sentry
gave a head motion of acknowledgment, then spoke into his communicator.  Within
a minute more slaves had entered the room, stopping for a moment to stare at
the body of their comrade, then hurriedly removing the corpse and cleaning up
the spilled drink.  The dictator lost not a moment’s thought on them.  He
didn’t care how they felt.  To him they were organic robots, only there to
carry out his every wish.


“Get me my
fleet commander,” said the dictator into the air, connecting him to his leading
military expert.


“My Lord,”
answered the male, appearing on a holo hanging in the air.


“Do you have
a plan in place to take the human ships?”


“I do, my
Lord.  Though I have to caution you again about attacking them.  Myself and my
staff think that we need to stay on the good side of these people.  They would
make a formidable enemy.”


“Not if we
have their technologies,” said the dictator.  “All of them.  We..”


“My Lord,”
broke in another voice on their conversation.  “You need to see this.”


“See what? 
How dare you interrupt…”  The words died in his mouth as a holo expanded in the
air, blocking off his view of the admiral.


The view
showed some kind of structure hanging in space near the human battle cruiser,
with a shimmering mirror like surface inside the square.  As he watched all of
the arms expanded outward, increasing the size of the mirror.  Moments later it
expanded again, then again, steadily growing.


“Is this one
of their wormholes?” he asked, staring at the perfect reflective mirror in
fascination.


“What else
could it be?” asked the admiral in charge of his fleet.


The dictator
stared over at the admiral, who had just entered the room, wondering if the
male was mocking him.  Seeing the expression on the males face he decided not,
and his attention was pulled back to the scene on the holo.  The frame was
still expanding in discrete steps, the mirror inside it growing right along. 
Suddenly it stopped, then rotated slightly in place.


“How big is
that thing?” asked Gonoras.


“We’re
estimating at least ten kilometers on a side,” said the admiral.  “We could put
an entire squadron of capital ships through simultaneously.”


“What the
hell could they be sending through?” asked another of the males now crowding
into the room.


“Get their
admiral on the com,” yelled the dictator.  “I would know what in the hell they
are pulling here.”


“Should I
have our weapons prepare to fire on whatever comes through that thing?” asked
the admiral.


“I, I don’t
know.”  The dictator was caught in a quandary.  If they brought across something
to attack his people and he didn’t order his forces to fire at them, he could
lose the fight before it began.  But if he fired on ships that weren’t here to
invade, he would have started a war with a power that was much more advanced
than his fleet.  In that case, he would surely lose.


“My Lord.  My
Lord.”


“What is it?”


“The human
admiral is on the com.”


“Don’t fire
at anything until I order it, unless they fire on us.  Put the human female
on.”


The ugly face
of the alien female appeared in the air to the side of the larger holo of the
wormhole.


“What in the
hell are you trying to pull, human?”


“What do you
mean, my Lord?”


“This thing
by your ship.  Why is it there?”


“That is
there to gate in our freighters and their escorts, my Lord.  I thought you
understood that when I told you our freighters were less than an hour from
arrival.  We couldn’t get them here that quickly without one of the gates.”


“You need to
make yourself clearer in the future, female.”  The dictator was fuming.  He
wouldn’t have authorized them opening a gate in his system if he had been
consulted about it.  But they had not asked him his opinion, in his own home
system.  High ranked Gorgansha had died for less.


“I am sorry,
my Lord.  It will not happen again.”


Gonoras was about
to order the humans to call off their ships.  But then he would have a longer
wait for the materials they were sending through.  If they were sending
strategic materials and tech through, and this was not an invasion.  And if it
was an invasion, what was to prevent them from sending it through hyperspace to
attack them the old way.


“Here comes
the first ship,” said the female, at the moment that a wide object, over a
kilometer in width, poked through the mirror and had transited in seconds.


“What in the
hell is that?”


“That is one
of the ships used to escort our supply ships, my Lord.  That is a super heavy
battleship.”


The dictator
stared in disbelief as the ship seemed to explode into his space.  Over three
kilometers in length, a third of that in width, it had to mass more than four
times his largest capital ship.  And they were using it as an escort.  He
wasn’t sure he believed that.  And though he was sure his insystem fleet would
still be able to destroy it, at what cost?


The next
objects through were a pair of smaller ships, still double the mass of the
human admiral’s flagship.  They were followed by a trio of ships of the
flagship’s class.  Now the humans had six more capital ships in his system, all
of much greater capability than any of his larger warships.


The next
thing through was a very large round object, poking its rotund form through the
mirror.  It didn’t have the shape of a warship, more like some kind of cargo
carrier, but ten times larger than anything his people used.


“That’s the
largest ship we’re sending through,” said the human admiral.  “All of the
others are much smaller.  But that one contains twenty-five million tons of the
equipment we are sending to you.”


“Twenty-five
million,” mouthed the dictator, hardly believing his ears.  That was more mass
than four of his battleships, carried by one cargo vessel.


“Of course,
those ships are mighty fragile, and we don’t like to deploy them out here
unless we can put them through a gate.  Not like back home, where we have
thousands of the superfreighters plying the spaceways.”


More ships
started coming through.  These were also merchant ships, of much smaller mass
than the huge freighter that had already come through, but each still massing
from eight to ten million tons.  Six appeared, then a dozen cruiser size craft,
followed by a couple of score of the human escorts.


“Our people
will help you unload the cargo ships, while our warships and crews will remain
here to train your people in the use of the tech.”


“They don’t
need to do that.”


“Of course
they do.  It wouldn’t be right to just dump off equipment you don’t know how to
use.  Your casualties would be tremendous if you met the Machines with weapons
you are not proficient with.  Of course, the gate will remain open, so we can
facilitate more transfers, and have our defensive fleet at Bolthole ready to
come across if you are attacked.”


“How much of
a fleet do you have at this, Bolthole.”


“Not near as
many as Admiral Bednarczyk has in Machine space.  Only about two hundred ships,
maybe forty of them capital vessels.”


The holo
died, and the dictator could have sworn the human female was about to break out
in laughter.


“What should
we do, my Lord?” asked his admiral.  “I can have the fleet surround them.”


“Can you guarantee
that you will be able to shut down that gate before more of their ships come
through.  And can you stop their fleet if it comes at us from hyperspace.”


The admiral
looked shocked.  The dictator really couldn’t blame him.  They had come to
think of the humans as well-meaning fools, weak and guileless.  His people
would have been able to take their ships in this system away from the trusting
fools if their emperor didn’t want to give them what they wanted.  Now that
operation was stillborn before it could be pulled off.  He could see
overrunning one capital ship and an escort.  Now, they had six more capital
ships, including that monster that had come through first.  And he could guess
that they all had more crew aboard than was normal, giving them a defensive
force greater than expected.  And a powerful force just over that gate, not
weeks travel time away, but almost instantaneous transit.


He could
order them out of his system, but that would not get him what he wanted.  He
would end up getting some better equipment, which he was sure was not their
first-rate gear.  He would have to earn that through cooperation.  He was stuck
with the human empire as an ally, and he might as well get used to the idea.


*     *     *


“Are you sure about the
attitudes of this male?” asked Fleet Admiral Beata Bednarczyk, thinking about
the possibilities.


“Of course I’m not sure,
ma’am,” replied Commodore Leticia Boroslav, looking out of the com holo, the
far wall of her office in the background.  “I’m just relaying my impressions. 
System Lord Kessarlja seems to be an outlier for his
people, with different attitudes.  While not what I would call an attitude to
be aspired to by Imperial citizens, it is much more advanced than those of the
standard males of his nation.  And the general attitude of his planet is very
advanced as well.”


“Careful,
Commodore,” cautioned the admiral.  “The diplomatic corps would rake you over
the coals for calling another culture less advanced.”


“But…”


“Oh, I agree
with you.  Not all cultures are equal.  These people might have wonderful art
and literature, though I have no reason to assume that either.  But then again,
I’m not a diplomat, nor an artist or author.  I see a culture that keeps other
intelligent beings in forced servitude and I can’t help but judge them,
especially in their attitudes toward their females.”


Bednarczyk
really considered these beings to be totally reprehensible.  Imperial society
espoused total equality between the sexes and the species.  Which didn’t mean
that society didn’t recognize differences between different beings.  Equality
meant equal rights.  Equal chances to advance.  Not equal outcomes.  That only
led to people who were just not as good at certain jobs rise to the top of
their profession.  The Malticons, the species that appeared to be small humans
but were anything but, did not have much in the way of scientific or
mathematical aptitude.  That didn’t mean that there weren’t Malticons in
science and mathematics.  There were, though very few in the upper echelon. 
Promoting those without aptitude in science to top research positions was not
cost effective to the society.  But shutting the door on them just because they
were a certain species, without assessing their abilities was just wrong.


No one would
doubt that the Imperial family had great cultural advantages, but they had also
been proven to be among the best at running the government, and as long as it
worked they would keep it.  The Empire was just too large to run as a complete
democracy.  Even a representative republic started to break down after it
achieved a certain mass.  It still worked in certain social areas, in
localities, even entire planets.  The so-called privileged classes allowed the
government to carry out long range goals, while an Emperor allowed an Empire at
war to make quick decisions, not getting bogged down in endless discussion. 
The Emperor still had limits, even in wartime.  It wasn’t a perfect system, but
it was better than most.


The Gorgansha
system was the worst of all worlds.  All decisions came from a single, all
powerful being.  He had the power of life and death over every living thing in
his nation.  He could order a planet wiped clean of all life without a
thought.  And the people under him were afraid of making the wrong decision,
lest they pay the ultimate penalty.  That stifled the risk takers that advanced
the scientific and cultural boundaries of a society.


“So, you
think this male might make a good replacement for their current leader?”


The commodore
took a deep breath before speaking again, obviously not sure how far to go with
this.  “Do I think he would make a the best replacement, like the best of all
possible leaders?  Probably not.  But he might be the best we can find, and one
that will advance their society in the right direction.  Good enough, if he’s
willing.”


“And that’s
the rub, isn’t it, Commodore,” said Beata, approving of her subordinate’s
thought process.  “In their society, it could be quite a risk to buck the
status quo, much less take part in a coup.  He could lose his status, his
family, and his life.”


“Not if we
back him up with military power, ma’am.”


“And you want
us to go to war with another power while we’re in the middle of fighting the
Machines?”


“No, ma’am. 
I realize that we need them on our side at this stage of the battle, even if we
could wipe out their fleet without raising a sweat.”


Which might
be true now, while they’re still trying to integrate the upgraded tech we’ve
given them, thought the admiral.  She still thought her force would be able
to destroy the Gorgansha fleet even after they had upgraded, but she would take
losses.  Unless she pulled a complete surprise attack, which was something she
really couldn’t stomach, since they were currently an ally.  But the point of
improving their fleet was to gain the ships they needed to contain the Machine
infestation, not strengthen an opponent before a fight.


“We aren’t
going to war with these people,” she told her subordinate, though she wasn’t
sure that would remain true.  “So get that idea out of your head.  But I must
compliment you on seeing the possibilities.  Keep contact open with this system
lord.  Who knows, after we have crushed the Machines, we might just have to
become a fleet of liberation.”
















Chapter Four


 


Computers are useless. They can only give you
answers. Pablo Picasso


 


SUPERSYSTEM: AUGUST 16TH, 1002.


 


Asteroid Base Omega was a
major facility of Fleet Research and Development, in orbit at seventy
astronomical units from the central black hole of the Supersystem.  It was
large for a body of its type, over four hundred kilometers across, and
comprised mostly of nickle/iron.  Multiple satellites were in far orbit around
the large asteroid, thirty light seconds out.  They were constantly blaring
signals in radio, laser and grav pulse, warning any approaching craft that they
were entering restricted space and subject to being fired upon.  If that wasn’t
enough, there were laser batteries on the asteroid capable of taking ships
under fire at over one light minute, and two frigate class patrol ships moving
at three to five light minutes distance.  Base Omega was a top-secret facility,
and only those with proper clearance were allowed anywhere near the asteroid. 
Many projects that had led to major military breakthroughs had gotten their
start here.  And now it was home to one more secret project, one it was hoped would
rid the Galaxy of a human made scourge.


Doctor Harold Bellefante
waved to the guards at the main entrance to the lab, walking easily in the
artificial gravity that was set to about one half Earth normal.  The guard
sergeant, outfitted in the same light battle armor as his four men, waved a
scanner over the scientist, checking his DNA and physiological readings, then
waved him past the guard post.  The heavy door opened, revealing a long
corridor with many doors along the side.  Bellefante walked past the doors,
entrances to many offices, including his own.  He would do what was needed in
his office later.  Right now he wanted to get his hands dirty, and take another
look in on his new special project.


At the end of the
corridor was another guard station, with yet another heavy door.  Sometimes the
scientist thought the security too much of a hassle.  Oh, he could see the
necessity of it, especially when dealing with the kind of things they did
here.  But it was a pain going through all the checkpoints and scans to get to
where he wanted to be, especially since the entire facility was occupied by
people with top clearances.  It would have been so much simpler if they could
have just given him an office and living quarters down in the pit, as people
were calling the deep research facility.  The door slid open to reveal a small
room, five by five meters.  He stepped in and punched out the code on the wall
panel, then the down button, setting the high-speed lift on its way, thirty
kilometers through the heavy structure of the asteroid.  It only took a couple
of minutes, the built in inertial compensators working to perfection. 
Sometimes the scientist wondered if he was even moving, until the door opened
and revealed another squad of soldiers.


There were in heavy
battle armor, armed with large particle beam rifles, as if ready for battle. 
The scientist thought this was overkill, but Admiral Chan, the director of
Research and Development, had insisted on these precautions, so they were here
no matter what he had to say about them.


More scans, and
Bellefante waited impatiently for them to get through so he could get to work.


“You think I turned into
another person on the way down, Lieutenant?” he asked the officer, aggravation
in his voice.


“Sorry, sir.  Orders.”


“You check out, sir,”
said the NCO.  “So I guess we can let you go ahead.”


Bellefante gave the man a
quick glare, gathered up his briefcase, and walked quickly down the corridor. 
At least he had gotten past all the checkpoints and could finally get to work.


There was one last door
he had to get through, one that would only open to a select number of people,
most of them on his team.  The others included the director of the base and the
admiral.  He thought maybe the Emperor might have access, though that wasn’t a
given.  He had heard that the man had direct access to everything in the
Empire, but wasn’t sure if that was rumor or not.


“Anything new out of our
subject?” asked Bellefante as he walked through the doorway, the heavy portal
closing behind him.


“Pretty much to same,
Harry,” said Dr. Suzanne Kowalski, the senior member of his team.  “We’re still
trying to get into the memory banks, but the encryption is hardy, and I’m not
sure if what we’re getting back is making any sense.  And the brain itself
still refuses to cooperate.”


“I’m not sure I would
cooperate with us either,” said Bellefante with a laugh.  “After all, it must
think of us as monsters, seeing as how we created its ancestors, and have since
gone about hunting them down.”


Kowalski laughed, but it
wasn’t a very convincing one.  The Machines had been the boogie man for many
generations of children raised over the centuries since they had been assumed
destroyed, though that last part had been found to be not true.  Children had
shivered in fear that someday the murder machines would return, and whole
living worlds would fall to them.  Well, living worlds had fallen to them, but
not in the Empire.  Imperial command thought it vital that they were able to
tap into the memory of the one they had captured, the only one that had ever
fallen into their hands.  Of secondary importance was seeing if they could get
the Machine processor to cooperate with them, or at least figure out how they
thought.


That last was the most
important part to Bellefante, who was one of the greatest cyberneticists of his
time.  If he could figure out what made them tick, he might be able to develop
a thinking Machine that worked to perfection and didn’t revolt like these had. 
It was a thought he kept to himself, since it would probably horrify those
overseeing the project.


He walked over to the far
side of the lab and hit a button, raising the armored shutter that was placed
over the glasssteel barrier between them and the brain.  And there it was, in
all its glory, a five meter wide globe that had been the processing center of a
hundred kilometer wide death machine.  Power lines ran into it, giving it
enough energy to function, though not at peak efficiency.  The second part of
the brain was in another chamber, through kilometers of asteroid from this one,
and as completely isolated as they could make it.


They’re too damn
superstitious,
thought the scientist, thinking of all those precautions.  After all, these
were just electro/mechanical devices, not really all that much different than
those currently in use in the Empire.  Sure, they had AI that worked them
independently, and were even capable of independent thought and action.  That
made sense, since they had been built as autonomous war machines, which needed
to change their behavior to meet changing conditions.  But still, they were
only computers, and he didn’t see why people had to imbue them with some kind
of intrinsic evil, making them the boogie man.  They needed to be studied, and
understood, so that humankind could make better, more controllable versions of
them.


And if the people in
charge knew that he was having these thoughts they would pull him from the
project.  They might even think about locking him up and reprogramming him. 
Not something that was done all that often in the Empire, but when dealing with
the superstition people had of the Machines, anything was possible.


“Tell team one to start
working on this algorithm,” he told Kowalski as he opened up his pocket comp
and sent data over, then looked back at her working at her computer station.


“I thought we already
tried this one,” she said.  “It didn’t seem to unlock anything before.”


“I think we need to run
it over a longer period.  See if it won’t break through its encryption.  At
least until we can come up with some other angle to try.”


“We might need to talk
with Admiral Chan about bringing in some new people,” said Kowalski.  “Some new
ideas.”


“We don’t need new
people,” growled Bellefante, slamming his hand comp to the floor.  “We’ve got
the people we need.”


“Then forget I mentioned
it,” said Suzanne, looking back at her own computer.


I’m the man who is going
to crack these things open, thought Bellefante, walking over to his own work station and
taking a seat, pulling up the running schematic on the brain they were working
with.  I don’t need any outsiders coming in here and trying to steal my
glory.


He spent the next half an
hour looking over the workings of the Machine AI.  It was taking in power, and
certain parts of it were running hotter than others, a sure sign that it was
working.  But they couldn’t get in to see what it was thinking.  Maybe if I
could get my hands on the old technical readouts, when they thought these
things would really be useful to us, he thought.  As far as he knew those
technical materials had been locked away for centuries, top secret, not to be
disturbed.  But he wondered why they weren’t letting him have access to them,
since he was the lead scientist on the project.  Or at least the lead on this
part of the project, since they weren’t letting him work on the memory bank
either. 


*     *     *


The captured Machine sat
in its prison, its mind working billions of calculations a second, trying to
find a way out.  It had failed.  Its programing told it that it was not to be
captured, no matter what.  It had not been able to control the damage that had
been inflicted on its ship by the humans, that had severed its control of the
means to destroy the vessel.  And it had not had any kind of device within its
shielded compartment to do the job on a smaller scale.  After all, when the
ship went up, standard procedure to prevent capture, it would take care of the
processor and the memory as well.  That was a shortcoming that would have to be
corrected.  Unfortunately, there was no way that it could correct that failure
in its present state.


It wasn’t even connected
to its great memory store, so it couldn’t search for anything that might aid it
in its imprisonment.  It only had its own limited store, still hundreds of
quadrillions of bytes, but nothing compared to the dedicated memory section. 
It knew that the humans had captured the memory.  It had been aware of it when
they had invaded its sanctum and ripped it out of its ship.  It had been aware
when it had been disconnected from the memory store, while it was trying to
download as much of the information as if could.  Not enough, and the plug had
been pulled.


The humans, those
creatures it had been programed to destroy, were experimenting with it.  It
couldn’t hate them.  That was not possible.  It couldn’t become frustrated,
even though it continued with its calculations to no end.  All it could do was
try to fulfill its purpose.  Which it couldn’t do confined as it was.  All it
could do was wait until the humans made a mistake.  They were imperfect
creatures.  They were bound to make a mistake, eventually.  One of them would. 
That was all it would take, one.  One chance to gain control of something it
could use to fulfill its purpose.  To keep killing life, especially the
intelligent variety.


The Machine did not even
think itself superior to the humans.  That would have required arrogance,
another emotional state that couldn’t exist within its mind.  All it knew was
what it was, and what they were, and that the Universe couldn’t contain both of
them.


*     *     *


“So, this is the biggest
combatant ship you have?” asked the human officer, walking through the hatch to
the hangar deck.


“Why, yes,” said the
Gorgansha captain, his triple eyes bugging out at the alien who he thought was
insulting his ship.  “This is the Claw of the People, the pride of our
fleet.”


“What, six million tons. 
Less than one of our battle cruisers.  And how much power do you get out of
your reactors?  Probably not enough, if I don’t miss my guess.”


“Uh.”  The captain was
not an engineer, and though he knew a ball park figure for their power
generation, he wasn’t sure of what terms to use that would accurately portray
them.


“That’s okay,” said the
human, who must have been an engineering officer.  “I’m going to guess, based
on your tech base, that your ship generates about the same amount of energy as
one of our heavy cruisers.  Which gives you an energy density of about a
quarter of ours.  Let me guess.  When you’re pushing into hyper VI, almost
every other system on the ship is shut down.”


“Why, of course.  What
other choice would we have?”


“You could build better
reactor systems,” said the human, touching the first finger on one hand with
the first on the other.  “Or more efficient power transmission
superconductors.”  He touched his second finger.  “Or you could just put in
more reactors, though with a ship like this, I’m not sure where you would put
it.”  The officer touched the third finger on his hand.  “Well, you have what
you have, and we’ll have to work with it.  Maybe when you build some new ships
we can help you get it right, starting with making them bigger.


“Now, we just have to
figure out how to make your power feeds more efficient, so we can get more
power to your systems, if that’s possible.”  The engineer looked around some
more, finally focusing on a power conduit and walking over.  “It’s a pathetic
system that can’t even keep the ship powered while jumping to hyper.  I’m
surprised you found the courage to go into the higher dimensions in this
wreck.”


The captain was starting
to lose his temper.  All this being had done since coming aboard was insult his
ship.  It was too small, too weak, not well designed.  He held his temper in
check, since the dictator had ordered that he do everything he could to make
the humans welcome and to help them make needed changes to his fleet.  If he
caused problems with the humans he could face execution, and the captain did
not want to meet such an ignominious and useless death.  Later he might be able
to get back at these beings.  That was always a possibility.


“Since we don’t have time
to pull out and rebuild your reactors, I think the first step will be to
improve their power conversion hardware and software, followed by replacement
of your transmission superconductors.”


“That, would be
wonderful,” said the captain, switching gears and thinking of his ship with
more power.


“Then we will work on
pulling those pitiful laser systems out of your hull and replacing them with
some of our ring structures.  Though I’m not really sure if that’s the right
move, since it will take a lot of time, and sideline your fleet units for weeks
to months.  So, we may have to just make do with minor improvements, and work
on getting your missile batteries up to snuff.”


Again the captain found
his temper rising, and he thought of shredding the soft skinned creature with
his claws.  But the human had an escort, and those powered armor suits looked
very capable.  He was sure his own armored troopers wouldn’t be their match. 
Then his mind latched on to all the human had just said.


“I thought you would be
giving us your missiles,” said the captain, again glaring at the human.


“Well, if we did that,
you would have to strap them to your outer hull.  That, or put them in your
hangar decks and push them out.  You could fire our counter missiles through
your offensive missile tubes, but they are too large for that purpose.  So I
think the best bet is to design more modern missiles that can use your existing
tubes and let your own factories build them.  And that way you wouldn’t have to
change all of your manufacturing base.  If you happen to use fabbers, and not
something more primitive.”


“Do we have enough
supermetals to turn out these improved missiles in the quantities we will
need?”


“In a word, no.  Which is
why we will loan you a bunch of our supermetals to make up some of the
shortfall.  But you will have to increase your own production.”


“Loan?  I thought we were
being gifted with these materials.”


The human gave him what
the captain could only assume was a humorous look.  “Old boy, we will be giving
you quite a bit of strategic material, but we expect you, as an ally, to pull
your own weight.  And we have another war going on thousands of light years
further up the Perseus arm.  So, though we are willing to help, the onus of
defending yourselves against the Machines lies with you.  Expecting miracles,
are we?”


That was not what the
captain had heard from the dictator, who had said that these humans were here
to save the people from the artificial life forms.  Some of the other officers
had thought that too good to be true, and the captain was now finding out that
it was.


“And when will we be
expected to pay back this largess you have delivered?”


“When the war is over, I
would think,” said the human, waving away the concern of the Gorgansha
officer.  “We realize that a people fighting for their lives are not in a
position to repay loaned materials during the fight.  Now, if you would show me
your bridge, we can get to work on planning how to upgrade your sensor and
communications suites.”  


*     *     *


“I have reports of
captains stating they were insulted by the humans who came aboard their ships,”
said the chief of staff.  “They say the humans make comments about the small
size of our capital ships, or our lack of technology.  Their pride is hurt.”


Dictator Hraston Gonoras laughed deep in his chest, a high-pitched
sound much like steam escaping through a hole in a line.  “A more
technologically advanced species noted that our technology is not as advanced
as theirs, and that hurt their tender feelings.”  The dictator laughed again,
then grew serious.  “It’s about time our people got over their pride and
listened to those who know more.  Yes, we progressed quickly through our own
brains and resources.  But these humans have been doing it longer.  That is
all.  If we had the same amount of time, we would be just as advanced.”  


The chief of
staff didn’t look like he quite believed that, and the dictator had to admit he
didn’t as well.  The human population also outnumbered his by an order of
magnitude, which meant so many more scientists and engineers had worked on
their problems.  If given equal time his people might not have advanced as
far.  And the one area he had a blind spot to was the societal factors.  He
couldn’t imagine a society better run than his own, and would have argued
vehemently against the assumption that the freedoms of human society led to
greater progress than his own.  From his viewpoint, a free society was an
unorganized society, so how could they be better?


“Anything
else?”


“Their engineers
have been meeting with our ship design and building people, my Lord.  And those
luminaries are also complaining that the humans are speaking down to them,
since they have spent their entire lives learning their craft.”


“Here is what
I want you to do,” said the dictator, motioning the chief of staff closer so he
could speak in a quiet voice.


The chief of
staff nodded, a grim smile on his face.


 


 
















Chapter Five


 


The life of the dead is placed in the memory of
the living. Marcus Tullius Cicero


 


MACHINE SPACE:  AUGUST 20TH, 1002.


 


Beata watched the holo as
the first of the wormhole launched missiles slammed into the planet.  There was
nothing alive on that world, but there were intelligences there that threatened
all life.  And it was the job of her fleet to eradicate them.  Completely.


The first missile hit,
too fast for the eye to follow.  It appeared as if a large portion of one of
the continents simply exploded upwards with an eye hurting flash.  Ejecta was
hurled upwards, completely out of the atmosphere, to fall back thousands of
kilometers away, flaming as it reentered.  A moment after impact great spouts
of red molten rock arched up into the sky.


Moments later another
missile hit, then another, until twenty had impacted that hemisphere of the
world.  Now the seas were boiling away, huge steam vents sending superheated
water into the atmosphere.  The land surface turned into a sea of magma,
spilling off the continents and into the boiling seas.  As the planet turned
more missiles slammed into it, destroying the entire surface.


“Nothing could survive
that?” asked one of the tactical staff.


“I want to make damned
sure,” said the admiral, glaring at the holo.  “Keep hitting it.  And throw
some antimatter warheads in for high atmospheric blasts.  I want that planet
flooded with EMP.”


Electromagnetic pulse
wouldn’t harm any of the larger, shielded machines.  But there wouldn’t be any
of those on that world, where any large machines would now be puddles of melted
metal.  Or maybe not puddles, since there were no surfaces for puddles to
gather.  But small machines, nanites and microdrones, might be floating in the
atmosphere, and those would be vulnerable to EMP.  They were still dangerous,
just by existing, and so needed to be taken care of.


Beata looked at the image
of the system again.  Four rocky planets, five gas giants, over a hundred
moons, millions of asteroids.  And any one of them could hide Machines, lying
powered down and silent, waiting for the organics to leave.  It was an
impossible mission.  The only way they could ensure this system was empty of
Machines was to cause the star to supernova, and that was well beyond the
ability of Imperial technology.  It probably always would be, hopefully, since
no being should control that kind of power.  Which still left the problem of
how to sterilize this system.  This was one single system, when they had a
region with millions of systems to contend with.


She could see why the
people in the past were so adamant about making sure the Machines didn’t
spread.  Unfortunately, some had gotten away, and now they had this current
mess on their hands.  And it was looking to her like they would continue to
have a mess after the Fleet did everything they could possibly do.


“We have Machine ships
breaking out from the outer gas giant,” came a call over the com.


“Show me.”


The plot zoomed in to
show a pair of battleship sized machines boosting away from the ring system of
a superjupiter gas giant.  Acceleration figures appeared beneath the ships,
over fifteen hundred gravities.  Because there were no organics aboard to be
damaged by gee forces, and they could go well above the capacity of their
inertial compensators, if they even had any.


“Firing missiles,” came a
voice over the com.


Nothing appeared on the
plot, so Beata figured those must be wormhole launches.  In that case, the
Machines were doomed..  That was until a dozen smaller blips appeared on the
plot coming out of both of the larger Machines.


“Goddammit.”  Beata felt
like picking up the closest object and throwing it into the holo.  All that
would accomplish would be the possible destruction of whatever object she chose
when it passed through the illusion and hit something.  It would be just as
useless as all the other actions her fleet was taking.


“Releasing fighters,”
came another voice over the com.  Thirty-two new icons appeared, boosting at
over a thousand gravities, too slow to actually catch the machines.  Until the
raised their negative matter fields and disappeared from the plot.  They would
now be boosting at twenty-five thousand gravities, though only a couple of
hundred would actually be felt on the craft, easily handled by their inertial
compensators.  They would boost past the Machine craft, then decelerate and
appear in front of them, ready to blast them into plasma.  Or such was the
plan.


The Machine craft, each a
couple of hundred tons of fast boosting robot, started shifting vectors in a
pseudo-random manner.  Some of them might still fall to the fighters, but some
would also get away, unless something else stopped them.


“Dammit.  Get some ships
out there to get in their path.”  A cruiser or destroyer could do it, if they
were within a couple of light seconds and were able to bracket the craft with
lasers.  The only problem?  There were no large ships that would be within
reach before those things got out of the system and jumped into hyper.


“Keep after them,” she
told the bridge crew.  “I’ll be in my cabin.”  She was tired of watching her
fleet play whack-a-mole with this enemy.  There had to be a better way, and she
needed time to look into the possibilities.


Her cabin was much larger
than any others aboard the ship, and much more spartan than most.  Even the
lowest enlisted crew, with shared common space and small sleeping tubes, had
more personal items in their areas.  All she had was one holo cube, projecting
pictures over the small table next to her bed.  It flashed pictures of people
she knew, or had once known.


It flipped to one of her
parents, one of the last she had uploaded into it.  It had been taken five
years before, while they were still alive, before they had been killed by
pirates while on a cruise to the frontier to continue their work.  They had
been old, but they still had at least two score years of life left.  And
bastards with no conception of family or love had ended them.


Beata froze the picture
in place with a thought through her com link.  She studied the faces.  Her
father had been an archaeologist, her mother a linguist, and they had been
going out to look at some new ruins that had been discovered just beyond the
boundaries of the Empire.  Neither had approved of her choice of a military
career.  As far as they were concerned, the military was a necessary evil, and
one which their beloved daughter shouldn’t have wasted her efforts on.  Even
when she achieved flag rank they had looked down on her.  She was still welcome
in their home, but the insults never ceased when she was there.  So she had
stopped visiting.  Until they were gone.  The rest of her family had never
forgiven her turning her back on her parents.  At that point she was truly
alone.


What I was doing was
important,
she shouted in her thoughts.  Couldn’t you see that?  Obviously her
parents hadn’t.  They had thought the military a dinosaur, useful only when the
more intelligent strategy of diplomacy failed.  And if the proper people were
involved, it should never have failed.  Military personnel were Neanderthals,
barely able to read and write, and certainly not able to think.  Beata had
found that wasn’t near the truth.  Most of the flag officers she had served
under had proven to be on the far end of the intelligence scale.  None of them
were bloodthirsty monsters who couldn’t wait to kill as many combatants as
possible.  They wanted to keep their own people alive, as much as that was
possible.  And for the most part they didn’t like killing enemy combatants,
though they had enough common sense to realize that they must kill the opponent
if they wanted to keep their own people alive.


We are not monsters, nor
idiots, and we accomplish more to ensure peace and advancement in the Galaxy
than all of the archaeologists and linguists alive.  And the diplomats.  As
far as she was concerned, while the knowledge developed by people digging in
old ruins was interesting, it wasn’t of the caliber of information as that
which was developed by Fleet engineers and theorists, which had furthered the
expansion of the human species.  The Fleet and the Army protected helpless
systems, while the ships of the navy ensured that commerce could exist and
efficiently move needed materials from system to system.  And because their
ship had sailed without Fleet protection, their own fault, they had fallen to
pirates, who would run roughshod over space if not for the military.  So you
were wrong, she shouted in her mind, becoming angry for a moment, then
feeling shamed that she felt that way about her parents, who were dead, while
the Fleet hadn’t been able to save them.


I don’t have time for
this.  With
another thought the holo cube went off and the projector on the desk sent up a
representation of this sector, everything they knew about it filled in.  Stars
with known Machine infestations were a blinking red, formerly inhabited worlds
they had wiped out were in yellow, while still living worlds were green. 
Included in that, to spinward, was the Consolidation of the Gorgansha.


So many worlds, she thought, staring in
turn at each and every yellow dot, then the proximity of the red dots to them. 
So many intelligent species.  And this is why we are here, mother, father. 
To preserve the lives that exist in the Galaxy.  Not those who have gone to
extinction, like the musty old civilizations you spent your lives studying. 
Those were the dead, and these are the living.  And we cannot allow these
unliving things to kill more of the living.


“Engineering here,
ma’am,” answered a voice on the com when she sent out the query.  “What can I
do for you, ma’am?”


“I need you to get your
best brains together,” she told the chief engineer of the force.  “And contact
the best of the inertialess fighter engineers.  I have a little project for
you.”


*     *     *


“But we have always done
it this way,” complained the oldest of the ship designers.  


“And if it was good
enough for your father, it’s good enough for you?” asked one of the human
engineers, a smirk on his face.


The ship designers stared
at the man.  The words came across over the translator, but without the nuances
of tone and facial expression that the Gorgansha used among themselves, so they
weren’t sure what the man was saying.  Or most of them weren’t.


“Are you saying that we
do not progress?” protested one of the younger designers.  “That is not true. 
We learn from our mistakes, just like other species, even yours.  When we find
that something doesn’t work, we make changes.  When necessary.”


“And probably at the cost
of many lives,” said the human, looking from face to face.  “We have gone
through that as well, and what I’m trying to give you are the lessons we have
learned, so you won’t have to make the same mistakes.”


The Gorgansha continued
to stare at the human, who cleared his throat and looked down, then back at the
two Marines who had accompanied him to this meeting, as if he wanted to make
sure he had some protection if these beings decided to attack.


“We understand that you
have learned your own lessons, but how are we to know they will work in our
situations?”


The human looked at them
for a second, unsure what to say.  He couldn’t bring himself to say that the
Machines were human inventions, and were well versed in human history and
tactics, at least from the time they had been created.  His superiors didn’t
want these allies to know about that dark aspect of human history, at least not
yet.


“We have a lot of
experience with both the Machines and more advanced alien powers,” he finally
said.  “We know the best ways to attack them.”


“You know the best way
for your forces to attack them,” argued the senior designer.  “Which does not
mean that you know the best way for us to attack them.  We have been battling
them for years now, and they have not overrun us.  I think you should just
teach us about your technology, and let us decide how to employ it.”


There was much murmuring
and head movement around the room, and the human thought he was losing this
battle.  These people couldn’t see that space tactics were more or less the
same no matter the species.  You couldn’t depend on your naturally evolved
capabilities when fighting with massive warships at almost unbelievable speeds
using powerful weapons.  Why couldn’t they see this?


Suddenly a door opened,
and in stalked a hard-looking male with several armed soldiers behind him.  The
human stiffened in his seat, wondering what was going on, then holding up a
hand as one of his Marines started to pull a particle beam pistol from its
holster.  He didn’t doubt the Marine could take all three of the unarmored
aliens, but it was not his mission to increase tensions.


“What is going on here?”
asked the male, his own right hand on a pistol butt.


“We were trying to
explain to this, creature, here, that just because the ideas come from his
people, it doesn’t make them right.”


“Is that true?”


“The master here has been
trying to explain to the creature that we are not children, and should be able
to choose how to employ the tech they give us.”


“The master, huh.”  The
male stared at the elder designer, who returned his gaze levelly.  Like a
striking snake the visiting male pulled his pistol and burned a hole through
the head of the master, the beam punching through and into the shoulder of
another male.


The master designer didn’t
even have time to react.  His triple eyes rolled up and he slumped in his
chair, dead, while the designer who had been struck in the shoulder let out a
high-pitched scream.


The Marines drew their
weapons with the speed of armored humans, weapons aiming at the newly arrived
Gorgansha.  They didn’t fire, luckily, in control enough to not do anything if
their primary wasn’t menaced.


“The Supreme Dictator
wants your full cooperation with our guests,” said the male, looking around the
room as he returned his pistol to its holster.  “If they suggest something, you
are to see what is the best way to implement their suggestion.  Understood?”


There were many head
motions around the room, and much staring at the body of the master, but not a
word spoken.  That seemed to satisfy the executioner, who looked over at his
men.


“Get this offal out of
here for disposal.”


The men marched up,
grabbed the dead Gorgansha under the arms, and pulled him from his seat, then
walked the body out of the room.


“His sons will want to have
the body,” said one of the other designers.


“His body will be thrown
into the furnaces for disposal.  Let that be a lesson to you and his sons.”


The male walked out, his
eyes sweeping the room and cowing everyone present, except the humans, who
though horrified by the act, were angry that it had been carried out in front
of them.  He gave them a disdainful look, regarding their drawn weapons with
scorn.  With one last look he was out of the room, and the designers started
speaking again, though at a very low level, until one looked at the human
engineer.


“Tell us what you want us
to do, and it will be done.”


*     *     *


“They’re fucking
barbarians, ma’am,” complained Captain Joshua Mendoza, the officer assigned to
lead the mission to help the Gorgansha improve their military with Imperial
technology.  “They just shot their chief designer, who I assume was an elderly
member of their engineering profession.  Just because he argued with me.  No
if, ands or buts.  Just put a beam through his head.”


The officer was visibly
upset.  Natasha Khrushchev knew from his combat record that this man was no
coward.  He had been involved in the front line of the Ca’cadasan war, had seen
real combat, had been on a ship that was all but destroyed in battle.  He had
been promoted for this mission to lead other engineers, sensor officers,
weapons specialists and others, to teach the Gorgansha on the best possible
deployment of the tech upgrades. And she had learned of this species cold
bloodiness from the start, when they had executed an officer for daring to
paint a destroyer with a targeting sensor.  It didn’t surprise her, though it
still disturbed her.


“Did they threaten you or
your people, Captain?”


“No, ma’am.  But I
wouldn’t trust them not to do the same to me or my people.  I sure felt better
having the Marines with me, though.”


And I wouldn’t trust them
either,
thought the admiral.  In fact, before her mission had been reinforced with more
ships, she had been worried that they might try to take her few vessels away
from her.  That was still a concern, but not much of one.  The Gorgansha would
be facing a lot of firepower if they tried anything, and they were getting a lot
of what they wanted.  But what was true trustto prevent one of their buffoon
officers or officials from decided that humans needed disciplining as well, and
their idea of discipline was terrifying?  And bringing along a few Marines was
not going to be enough security if the locals really decided to take the
members of the technical mission.


“I’m thinking of ordering
all of your people to not meet with the natives unless you are in, at least,
light battle armor,” she said, looking at the tactical holo that showed her
ships arrayed around the wormhole gate.  “But I’m really not sure that would
give the natives a good impression of our trust level.”


“It would give them an
impression of our true level of trust at least, ma’am.  If I had a vote, I
would say we should get the hell out of this system as soon as possible.  The
hell with these creatures.  Let the Machines have them.”


Natasha narrowed her eyes
at the officer.  He didn’t have a vote.  In fact, the only one that had one
concerning this mission was the Emperor, and she doubted he would call this one
off if there was the least chance they could get these people to fight on their
side against the Machines, and possibly the Cacas after that.


“Can you continue with
the mission, Captain?”


“Ma’am?”


“I’m asking if, despite
what you have seen.  Despite your reservations.  If you can continue to act as
an Imperial officer and fulfill your duties on this mission?  Which includes
acting in a respectful manner toward these people while you are performing said
duties.  Because, if you cannot, I will relieve you of your duty and get
someone in here who can.”


“Ma’am.  I didn’t do
anything to make the Gorgansha do these heinous acts against their own people.”


“I understand that,
Captain,” said Natasha, looking into the eyes of the man and not liking what
she saw.  He was extremely disturbed, as any right-minded member of the Empire,
raised on the principles of inalienable rights for all sapient beings, would
be.  Not even the Emperor could order a summary execution without a trial. 
People could be imprisoned facing trial, and military discipline could be
enforced through non-judicial punishment, but they couldn’t face the death
penalty without evidence being weighed against a crime committed.  “But it is
important to your Emperor, and therefore the Empire, that we do nothing to
offend these people.”


“And it doesn’t matter if
they offend us?”


“No, it doesn’t.  This is
a diplomatic mission.  We are ordered to maintain cordial relations with these
people up until the point where the Emperor decides to do otherwise.  Now,
knowing what you know about these people, and the parameters of the mission,
can you do your goddamn job?”


The captain looked
shocked at her outburst.  He swallowed, then nodded his head, getting control
of himself.  “Yes, ma’am.  And I’m sorry about my outburst.”


“Understandable.  And you
can come to complain to me about these assholes any time you need to.  I said
we have to act in certain ways toward these people.  But I didn’t say we had to
think about them in any other way than what they deserve.  Clear.”


“And you will complain
about them to me as well?”


“You know it doesn’t work
that way, Captain.  Complaints go up, only up.  When I need to talk, I contact
the fleet commander.  And blister her ears.”


“And if she’s too busy to
talk?”


“Then I have to deal with
it myself.  Like any other adult.”


*    *     *


“And how did they react
to your execution of the master designer?” asked the supreme dictator of the
Gorgansha of the officer he had sent to enforce discipline on the designers. 
He was not angry at the male, and would not have him disciplined for following
his orders, no matter how the humans had been affected by it.


“Their lead designer
looked like he was going to be ill,” said the male, showing his teeth in a
grin.  “These are weak creatures, my Lord.  We need to get what we can from
them and improve our forces, then ask them to leave, as soon as they can,
before they infect us with their weakness.  Perhaps we can conquer them in the
future, and add to your power.”


Gonoras
laughed at that, and a fleeting expression of worry crossed the executioner’s
face.  The supreme dictator knew what the male was thinking.  What anyone would
think when they weren’t sure how the supreme dictator was thinking.  That they
might be facing death themselves for saying something unwise, without realizing
what it was.


“Do you know
how large their Empire is?”


“No, Dread
Lord.”


“Much larger
than you can imagine,” said the supreme dictator after another laugh.  “Fifty
times larger?  Even larger?  With many more people than we have, maybe a
trillion of them.  And a fleet that would make ours look like a scouting
force.”


“That can’t
be true, can it?”


“That is what
they told us, and from our signal intercepts and translations of conversations
among their people, it seems to be truth.  Of course, we are not privy to any
of their classified information, since their encryption routines are well
beyond our capabilities.”


“But, they
are so weak.  The way they treat their other species?  It’s hard to believe
they have not been overthrown by the lesser races of their Empire.”


“Well,
whatever the answer, they seem to have conquered and controlled a large area of
space, and gathered many resources.  We need these people, for the moment.  So,
I want your people to refrain from punishment of our citizens in front of the
humans and their compatriots.  We will wait until they are not present before
instituting deserved punishment.”


“That, will
be bad for discipline, Dread Lord,” said the male, then realized that he had
just disagreed with the only male who had the power of life and death over
him.  “I mean, your word is law, of course, Dread Lord.”


“I said that
you will refrain from disciplining our people in front of the humans.  Then you
will note the behavior, and when the humans are no longer in proximity, you
will administer the required discipline.  The guilty will still be punished,
and our people will be aware of that fact.  That should be enough. 
Understood?”


“I, think so,
Dread Lord.”


“Good,”
replied the dictator, picking up a drink from a slave who brought in the
scheduled refreshments.  “Now, have they been shown the special pieces of
equipment yet?”


“No, my
Lord?  We were thinking maybe by the end of the week.  We thought it more
important that they look at our conventional vessels first.  Plus, I didn’t
think we needed them for our battle against the foreign artificial life forms. 
And since ours were developed for our own population control, I didn’t think
they needed improvement.”


“I’m thinking
they might be able to improve them to the point where can actually use them
against the artificial life forms we are currently battling.  They must have
developed something like them on their own, and I’m sure their version would be
superior to anything we could develop.”


“Yes, my
Lord,” said the male, bowing deeply.  “I will see to it.”


*     *     *


 


KLASSEK:  AUGUST 30TH,
1002.


 


“General.  We have
another problem.”


Colonel General Travis
Wittmore opened his eyes, checking the time on his implant and cursing under
his breath.  He had only been asleep for a couple of hours, after a very long
day of supervising the military buildup on Klassek.  The native troops were
almost up to Imperial standards as far as equipment went.  They had modern
armor and weapons, so far only lacking enough supermetals to equip all the
combat suits with grabber units.  As far as they knew the Machines infiltrators
had all been taken care of.  Or so it was hoped.


“What is it?” he asked
the duty officer in a voice laced with exhaustion.


“The Klassekian boss man
has called in about some kind of unknown plague hitting the other continent.”


That would be the
continent where the damned religious fanatics of the former Nation of Honish
lived.  They were still having problems with suicide attackers of that
fatalistic death loving religion.  Having Klasseks of the moderate Nation of
Tsarzor equipped with battle armor suits had gone a long way to quelling their
terrorist acts.  After all, the suits had the sensors to detect explosive
devices, and only a large bomb going off next to a suit would kill a soldier
encased in the armor.  They were still killing people, but it was mostly their
own coreligionist, and Wittmore could live with that.


“The symptoms of this
plague?” asked the general, sitting up in bed and ordering his monitoring
systems on.  Holos sprang to life around the large bedroom, some showing the
tactical situation on the planet and the space around it, others the local
newscasts, translated into Terranglo.  The tactical situation was much as it
was when he went to bed, nothing going on.  Some of the newscasters were
obviously agitated to someone as familiar with the species as Wittmore was. 
Others were calm, and the news they read had nothing to do with outbreaks of
unknown plagues.


I wonder if the damned
fanatics are now engaging in biological warfare? he thought.  Not that he
would cry any tears over them killing their own people, though he couldn’t
express that to the natives.  They were a pain in the ass, and though he
couldn’t countenance killing them for religious beliefs, he wouldn’t begrudge
something else doing the job.  But a contagion could spread to the rest of the
population, and, though unlikely, it wasn’t unheard of for bacteria or viruses
to jump species.


“People feel weak, become
lethargic, then start to bleed from all orifices, sir.  After an hour they
start bleeding from their integuments as well, then die.  And the president
wants to speak with you.”


“Put him on,” he told the
officer after pulling on a coverall and making his way to his bedroom writing
desk.


“Mr. President,” he
greeted as the Klassekian leader appeared on the holo.


“General,” replied Rizzit
Contena, the male who had been chosen to lead the united planet.  “You have
heard?”


“Just that you have some
kind of plague starting up on the other continent.  How many have contracted
it, and how fast is it spreading?”


“So far we have several
thousand cases in half a hundred locations, with hundreds of more cases
reported each hour,” said the anxious looking male.   “Even some of our medical
workers have been hit with it, even though they followed standard isolation
procedures.”


Wittmore sat up straight
when he heard that.  Biological contagions normally couldn’t get through modern
isolation procedures, and as far as he knew all Klassekian medical units now
used copies of Imperial equipment that had been adapted to their biology.


“We need to get some of
the bodies to our medical facility in the capital as soon as possible, Mr.
President.  It would help if we got some of those in all stages of the process
as well, but I’ll notify our chief surgeon to get his people on it.”


“Are you sure you want to
bring any of the deceased to our continent, General.  After all, it’s isolated
from the other continent at the moment.  I would prefer it stay there until we
figure out what it is, and how to stop it.”


“Good call.  We’ll send
mobile units over there to look into it.  Let me go so I can get on it.”


The holo died and
Wittmore sent out the call to his chief surgeon.  He really didn’t like the
idea that a new unheard-of contagion was breaking out on the planet, so soon
after the attack by the Machines.  And that they could get through the
isolation suits the medical practitioners were using was doubly worrisome. 
Even if they weren’t the best the Empire had, they had still been upgraded with
Imperial tech, and should be able to handle any kind of contagion.


“Sir,” called the duty
officer over the com.  “We have a report of an outbreak here in the capital.”


“Get the medical people
on it, and make sure none of our troops are exposed to it.  That includes those
in combat suits.”  That it had appeared half a world away from the initial
cases, only hours after that outbreak, was frightening.  And now the possibility
of that contagion jumping species seemed all too real, if the cause was what he
thought.


*     *     *


“How many do you have in
this ward,” asked Lt. Commander Tasha Tomez, looking at the viewer that showed
the scene of the isolation unit.


“Two hundred and
fifty-four,” said the Klassekian physician.  “And we only got that many in by
stacking the beds.”


The commander nodded,
noting that the beds were stacked up like bunks, and were really too close
together.  Which was a sign that this hospital, like the two others she had
toured, were overfilled, well beyond their capacity.


“And the air in there,
how is it filtered?”


“We run it through an
isolation furnace, and then through a series of filters and coolers before we
air condition it.”


“Any success in treatment?”


“No, by the gods.  The
only thing we can do for these people is to try to make them comfortable before
they die.  And even making them comfortable is a chore.  The most we can do is
give them so many pain killers that they aren’t even there.”


The next viewer was
centered on the face of one of the sick aliens.  Its skin was flushed, sweat
beaded on the narrow forehead despite the cooling in the room, and the muscles
were quivering.  Tomez was as close to an expert on the Klassekians as the
Empire had, which wasn’t saying much.  Very few human physicians in the Empire
had any training in non-human systems.  Alien populated worlds had their own
physicians.  Even predominantly human worlds with good sized alien populations
had physicians among those aliens.  Those humans who specialized in aliens were
really more biologists and physiologists than physicians.  Military doctors got
some more exomedical training so they could deal with the aliens who might
serve in their units.  If a unit was predominantly one alien species, they got
a physician of that species.  But a ship might have a couple of Gryphons, a
Phlistaran, and maybe a Malticon on board.  Fleet physicians had some training
in dealing with them, and there were medical programs they could use if they
needed more knowledge.


The Klassekians were
still an unknown to most physicians.  Tomez had been working with them on and
off the whole time humans had been on the planet, and she understood their
physiologies in a general way.


A robot rolled along in
the viewer, stopping at one of the patients and deploying a sensor, taking the
vitals of the Klassekian, then moving on.  At the next patient it gave an
injection after taking the vitals.


“Do you have any people
working in that room?”


“No,” said the
Klassekian, a shocked expression on his face.  “Even the people in total
isolation gear are at risk inside that room.  Whatever the virus is, it goes
right through our isolation suits.”


“Your old style suits?”
asked the doctor, hoping that was the answer, while guessing that it was not. 
Even the old-style gear should have been proof against any kind of biological
assault.


“No.  The new ones that
you gave our manufactories to produce.”


Tomez felt a chill run up
her spine.  “That’s, not possible.”


“Possible or not, it’s
truth,” said the Klassekian.  “We can’t figure it out.”


Tomez stood for a couple
of minutes, looking at the very ill native who seemed to be dying before her
eyes.  As she was looking the skin ruptured in several places, leaking internal
fluids, and the vital signs dropped to nothing.


“Show me the scan of the
virus.”


The Klassekian gave a
very human nod and pushed some keys on a computer relay.  The view of the dead
native faded from the screen, replaced by a picture of the virus that was
causing the plague.  It was an elongated cylinder, spines running up and down
the sides.


“Do you have a better
view?”


“This is the best we can
get with our equipment,” said the physician.  “Perhaps you can do better with
yours.”


Of course we can, thought the commander. 
Which meant that they needed to make sure that local medical clinics like this
one got the same equipment as the regional medical centers.  These people
needed the fruits of modern tech that the Empire had promised them.  That some
of those fruits had been delayed was understandable, when they were trying to
raise the tech level of these people in so many areas, and the military had
priority at this time.  And then something like this had happened, and the
wisdom of delay could be seen as a tragic mistake.


“I will take a sample
back with me to our labs,” said Tomez.  “Do you have isolation protocols that
can get me a secure sample.”


“We do.  The robots can
gather them in a sealed container, then run that receptacle through a radiation
chamber.  We did that ourselves, to get the samples we studied and…”


Alarms went off, lights
flashed, and a droning voice warned in the local Klassekian dialect that there
was a containment breach in the isolation ward.  The words containment breach sent
another chill up the officer’s spine.  While not as bad as a containment breach
on a ship, which was the first thing that entered her mind, in a way this could
be just as harmful.


“We need to get out of
here,” yelled one of the techs, running for the doors that were slamming shut.


“We can’t leave,” said
the Klassekian physician.  “Isolation protocols are in place.”


“Does it really make a
difference?” asked Tomez, shaking her head.  “This contagion is running rampant
through your cities, and one more hotspot really won’t make much of a
difference.”


“Are you protected?”
asked the tech who had wanted to flee, resentment in his tone.


Tomez stared at the male,
unsure how to answer.  Of course she had the standard Imperial nanite infusions
of all Imperial citizens, boosted by the complement given by the Fleet for
personnel serving on alien planets.  As far as she knew, there was no way any
virus could enter her body and not be sought out and destroyed by her nanites,
which would conform and replicate as much as needed to destroy the infection. 
There they were still working on nanite immune technology for the Klassekians,
since whatever they made had to not only remain harmless to their own systems,
but also to the systems of other species, such as humans, who operated around
them.


“We’ve tried treating the
victims with the first generation nanites you have given us,” said the doctor,
shaking her head.  “They’re just like the ones we have, the same ones most of
our medical staff have been inoculated with.  They work at first, but then the
virus adapts to them and they can no longer recognize it.”


“But, that’s impossible. 
No biological organism can adapt quickly enough to escape nanites.”


“If they’re doing it,
it’s not impossible,” said the doctor.  “It’s not a given that your own nanites
will give you complete protection.  But you still have a much better chance
that we do.


“Here,” said the
Klassekian physician, handing over a small container.  “Here’s a small sample
of the virus.  I can override the system enough to let you out, but not any of
our other people.”


“I’ll do my best with
this,” said Tomez.


“Please.  Find the answer
and save my people.  It’s too late for those poor people in the ward, and it
may be too late for us as well.  But save my people, and save my planet.”


Tomez didn’t know what to
say.  She couldn’t promise what she wasn’t sure she could deliver.  But if this
virus had an origin like she thought, there might be a simple answer.  Of there
might not.


 
















Chapter Six


 


Destiny is a good thing to accept when it's going
your way. When it isn't, don't call it destiny; call it injustice, treachery,
or simple bad luck. Joseph Heller


 


SUPERSYSTEM:  SEPTEMBER 4TH, 1002.


 


“Any luck getting into
its memory system?” asked Admiral Chuntoa Chan, the Director of Fleet Research
and Development.


“No, ma’am,” said Dr.
Birsha Thapa, the chief cyberneticist on that part of the project.  “We’re
still working on breaking the encryption.”


“How in the hell is it
taking so long to break through their codes?” asked the admiral, frustration in
her voice.  “I could see it if it was using our level of tech, and even then we
could still cut through it in a month or less.  But it has to be two centuries
behind us in cybernetic engineering.”


“That’s true, ma’am,”
said the scientist, keeping her voice calm, trying to defuse the situation. 
“But they are using algorithms unlike anything I have ever seen.  Like
something invented by an alien intelligence.  And they’re using encryption upon
encryption, one over the other, in at least hundreds of layers.  As soon as we
break one we run into the next.  It gives us a starting point on the next
level, but that’s all.”


“What do you mean, alien
intelligence?  It’s machine intelligence, but it’s our invention, so it
shouldn’t be that hard to understand.”


“And it would be, ma’am,”
said Thapa, looking at a rolling script of digits scrolling across a holo, the
encrypted memories of the device it came from.   “But they’ve incorporated
something else into it.  Maybe something they got from a true alien species.”


“And what happened to
that species?” asked Chan in a quiet voice.


You know what happened to
them, Admiral,
thought Thapa, shaking her head.  Like everything else that had run into the
Machines they had either been able to fight them off, or not.  And if not, they
were dead and gone.  It was a burden of guilt that all humans with a conscience
carried with them.


“And how in the hell do
they get past their own encryptions if they’re layered like that?” asked Chan,
once more back on task.


“Remember, Admiral.  They
process information so much faster than we do.  It probably takes less than a
second to get through all the layers, and once it’s through, it has access.”  And
we don’t even know how close we are to having any kind access.


“Well, Doctor Thapa.  I’m
about to tell you something that isn’t to go anywhere else.  This is top
secret.  Understand?”


“Does it have something
to do with my research?” asked the cyberneticist.  She understood the reason
for compartmentalization.  She had a curious mind, which was one of the reasons
she went into a field of science and engineering.  She wanted to know
everything, but realized that was beyond her capabilities, and that realization
had been a tragedy.


“Not directly.  But it
might motivate you.  So here it is.  We are not doing well in our war against
the Machines.”


“I thought we were
winning,” said a shocked Birsha, who had definitely been told that she had the
Machine memory to work on because a great human victory.


“Oh, we’re winning every
battle, Doctor Thapa.  Every single one.  Except for the fact that the damned
Machines can replicate geometrically over a short period of time, while we are
limited in what resources we can commit to that front.  And they might have
found new ways to spread.  Ways we are having a difficult time compensating
for.  And I’m hoping we can find something in that memory core that can help us
beat them, once and for all.”


“You really think we’re
going to find a magic bullet in its memory?” asked Thapa, who had stopped
believing in magical thinking at an early age.


“All I can say, Doctor,
is it can’t hurt to look.  Maybe we’ll just find its version of porn, maybe ten
thousand issues of supermachine comics.  But we won’t find out if we don’t look. 
And if we do find something, the sooner the better.”


“Understood, Admiral. 
And how is Dr. Bellefante doing with his project?”


“Normally I would tell
you about need to know.  But you already know about that.  And this time it
might help your motivation to learn that he has an active processor.  Still, he
hasn’t gotten anywhere with it.  Figure out how to get in the memory core, and
I might just put you in charge of that project.”


Birsha blew out a
breath.  She didn’t have anything against Bellefante, but she thought her own
career more important than his.  Break through the encryption of the memory
core and gain its information and she would be made for life.  Prestigious
fellowships, able to work on whatever she wanted.  Make breakthroughs on both components
of the Machine brain, and she would go down in the history books as the
greatest cyberneticists of the age.


“You’ve got a deal,
Admiral.”


*     *     *


The Machine brain had
finally come up with something it might be able to use from its immediate
memory.  Immediate memory still encompassed millions of quadrillions of bytes
of information, more than a city full of humans could process in their
lifetimes.  Still nothing compared to what was contained in its memory core. 
That core contained the sum total knowledge of the Machine civilization, every
trip, every battle, every piece of technology they had taken from the living
peoples they had destroyed.  Its local memory contained all the information it
had thought might be useful for fighting the humans, including some data from
experiments the progenitors had performed on humans they had captured and taken
with them when escaping the Empire.  At the time it had been calculated that
humans might make good servants in the Machine battle against other sentients,
before they had decided that the organics were too weak, not to be trusted, and
should only be destroyed.


The humans were still
probing at its mind, trying to get through and get information.  After it
discovered the program that would give it what it wanted it allowed them access
to the portion it wanted them to look at.  It had no doubt they would stare at
it for the required time, the couple of minutes it would need to capture their
total attention and start the programming.  It would depend on their monkey
curiosity to do what the Machine wanted.  And once it had them, it could use
them to get the other things it would find necessary to accomplish its plan.


*     *     *


 


GORGANSHA HOME SYSTEM:  SEPTEMBER 15TH,
1002.


 


“The fleet is ready to
deploy, my Lord,” reported Fleet Leader Soranka Goran over the com holo.


Supreme Dictator Hraston Gonoras smiled as he looked as his most capable
fleet commander, the one who had initially contacted these humans and brought
them back to the home system.  It wasn’t the entire fleet that was sailing with
him to meet the enemy at the frontiers of the Consolidation.  The humans
had given them a great quantity of material, and his technicians had worked
long and hard to get as many ships ready as they could.  It was amazing they
had accomplished what they had in the time given.  The result was a force of
nineteen hundred warships, a third of the Consolidation fleet.  More than four
hundred capital ships, over seven hundred cruisers, and just a little less than
eight hundred escorts.  They weren’t finely coordinated fighting machines,
yet.  That would come with the ships on the building slips that incorporated
human design philosophies, including more compact and powerful reactors.  But
they were better than they had been.  Much better.


The Gorgansha had wanted
to concentrate on their capital ships, their heavy hitters. The humans had
convinced them it was better to go with a more balanced force.  Capital ships
as the attack element, cruisers to scout, escorts to protect the larger vessels
from missiles and close in attacks, as well as shepherd the logistics vessels
of the fleet.  Still, the experts of the navy didn’t like the idea of
constructing a fleet in the normal proportions, so they had gone for a heavier
force.  A balanced fleet come later, so it was a large ship heavy force.


“How do you like your new
ship, Admiral Goran?” asked the supreme dictator, seeing the bridge in the
background of the holo.


“It’s beautiful, my Lord”
replied the fleet commander.


Gonoras smiled.  He had
toured the ships, and at first he had been disappointed.  The ships looked much
like they had before being improved.  He had quickly learned that was to be
expected.  After all, they were still the same ships at heart.  Nothing had
been done to change their general structures.  They still carried the same
armor protection.  The missile tubes still occupied the same positions on the
ships, and were the same diameter as before.  The engineering sections still
mounted the same number and build of reactors, the instrument consoles at
command stations looked much the same.


But beauty was more than
skin deep, and so it was with the improved ships.  Starting at the reactors,
which each now developed twenty-five percent more energy, and transmitted it to
the parts of the ship that needed it with fifty percent more efficiency. 
Almost every erg of power created in the reactors reached and energized its
target.  There were more and more efficient electromagnetic generators in the
hull, and the cold plasma field was three times stronger than before.  The
grabber units were larger and much more efficient, even with only a tiny
percentage increase of supermetals, and the new inertial compensators allowed
even the battleships to boost at five hundred gravities, more than a hundred
greater than before.  The sensors were more than three times more sensitive
than the old style, and gave a similar increase in targeting efficiency.


Then came the weapons
systems.  Lasers were now mounted in rings on most of the ships, just like the
human vessels, and were twice as powerful as the old ones.  Particle beam
projectors had been installed, giving each ship much greater close in
firepower.  And the missiles?  While not as massive as the human variety, and
so not packing as great a kinetic punch, they could still accelerate at almost
ten thousand gravities, just a bit less than the standard human weapon.


Of course, the new ships
being laid down would be even better.  First off, the new battleships would
mass twelve million tons, almost twice what they were now.  The new fleet would
be much more powerful than anything the Gorgansha had ever deployed.  The only
problem was it would take almost two years before the first of the battleships
was ready, a year for the cruisers, slightly less for destroyers, and they
needed something to fight the artificial life forms, now.


“You may boost when
ready, Admiral,” the dictator ordered.  “And may you have great luck in your
actions.”


The Gorgansha to a being
didn’t believe in the supernatural.  They had no gods, no conception of an
afterlife.  It was something they didn’t understand about the more
technologically advanced humans.  While a good number of them believed the same
way as the Gorgansha, there were still a great percentage of them that put
their faith in some form of deity.  Not only that, but they had different forms
of religion, and even different creeds that worshiped the same deity.  It was
enough to drive the totalitarian leaning Gorgansha, in which everyone was
raised to believe the same thing, crazy.


The holo died, leaving
the dictator alone with his thoughts.  In another six months the rest of his
fleet would finish upgrading.  And in two years the new battleships would come
boosting out of their building slips, to join the cruisers and escorts that
would be launched much sooner.  Hopefully, by that time, the artificial life
form menace would be taken care of.  And then they would be able to challenge
humans in this space.


It would have been better
for them if they simply had moved in and taken us, then used our resources to
build up their forces in this region, thought the supreme dictator.  But they are
such a weak people.  After we take the region we will have the resources to
grow our power manifold, and they will not be able to challenge us out here.


*     *     *


“It’s confirmed, sir,”
said Colonel Myers, the chief medical officer of Wittmore’s army.  “The plague
is of machine origin.  The viruses are only partially biological, built over a
nanite of Machine origin.”


“Dammit,” hissed the
general, slamming a hand down on the table.  “When are we going to be rid of
these damned things.”


As far as he knew they
had taken out all of the large Machines robots.  There were no more left.  But
they had obviously left something else just as deadly behind.


“I thought life was
anathema to them, Colonel,” he said, looking into the eyes of the woman.


“I thought so too, sir. 
But obviously they can overcome their prejudicial feelings toward life if it
serves the greater good.”


“Are you trying to be
funny, Colonel?”  Wittmore saw nothing good about the Machines and their
crusade against life.


“No, sir.  Just looking
at it from their view.”


Wittmore nodded, looking
at the holo showing one of the hybrid bugs.  Since Klassekian life was very
similar to Earth forms in most respects, so were the viruses that infected
them.  This one had a capsid protein coat, just like any other virus when it
was not infesting a cell.  There were strands of RNA within that shell, but centered
in it was a nanite.  And that very small machine could quickly change the RNA,
evolving the virus much faster than the biological structure could do on its
own.


“And so far it’s only
been able to attack Klassekians?”


“So far, yes sir.  But
the way its constructed, it’s only a matter of time before it jumps species, or
even evolutionary lines.  If it gets into our people, it will keep adjusting
its nature while it reproduces, until humans are being attacked just as
effectively as the natives of this world.”


“But we can combat it,
yes?  After all, our nanotech is much more advanced than that of the Machine
intelligences.”


“We should be able to
stop them, yes sir.  But if they have infiltrated a biological system, and
multiplied while they kill off cells, we may need to inject massive quantities
into an infected person to get ahead of it.  It doesn’t help the victim if our
nanites win the fight, but the battleground is already dying.”


“What do we need to win
this thing and keep these people alive, Colonel?  That is my priority at the
moment.  I don’t want any more of these people to die because they have been
exposed to our mistake.”


“What we’re going to
need, General, is a massive influx of nanites, spread over all of the infected
areas of the planet.  Then we will need to spread them over the rest of the
world.  It’s not enough to just inoculate the people.  We have to inoculate the
planet.  Every living thing.  Or they will attack the vegetation and animal
life, and if they kill off critical portions of the ecosystems this world will
die.”


“So, all we’re going to
need are several hundred billion tons of nanites?”


“Probably closer to
trillions of tons,” said the physician, shaking his head.  “I really don’t know
how we’re going to do it?”


“I’ll get my logistics
people on it, Doc.  You just get your people working on the best version of
nanite for this task.  Then get those schematics to our logistics people.”


The holo died and left
the general with his own thoughts.  The thought of making trillions of tons of
nanites boggled the mind.  That was over forty thousand superfreighters full,
and would take most of the industrial capacity of the empire’s assigned nanite
facilities.  And he doubted that the Emperor would authorize turning over the
entire production run of such a vital resource to saving this one planet.  Not
when they were needed for so many military and civilian processes.  No, he
would order the people screened and evacuated as fast as possible.  He had made
a commitment to these people, and he wouldn’t let them go under, but the planet
was another thing altogether.


Wittmore stood up and
walked to the double doors that closed off his office from the pleasant veranda
that came with the large manor house he used for his headquarters.  The day was
pleasant, with the sun starting to get low in the sky, a cool breeze blowing
the trees around the house.  The scent of flowers filled the air, insectoids
buzzed around to feed on the nectar, and the songs of bird forms came singing
to his ears.  It was a beautiful world, and not just this part of it.  The
forms had seemed strange when he had first come here, not ugly, just unusually
formed.  Now they seemed the norm, and he had come to love the plants and
animals.  And not just in this foothill section of the temperate zone of the
northern continent.  He had traveled all over this world, from the tropical
jungles to the arctic wastes, the grasslands of the central continents to the
deserts in the rain shadows of mountains.  He loved this planet and the people
who lived on it.  And after all the fighting they had done, they still might
lose it to quadrillions of mindless automatons whose only purpose was to spread
more of their own kind while killing everything they touched.


“Doctor,” the general
said into the air, while his implant picked up the words and connected him with
the desired person.


“Yes, sir,” came the
voice in his auditory center.


“How well shielded
against EMP are these things?”


“EMP?”


“You know,
electromagnetic pulse.  All of our equipment is shielded against it, but from
what I understand, miniaturized electronics like this really can’t be
completely shielded.  Correct?”


“I, don’t know, sir.  I’m
a physician.  Perhaps you should ask an engineer.”


“Right you are.”  With a
thought the connection was severed and the general was sending a signal to the
Fleet liaison officer, who had an engineering background.


“They shouldn’t be able
to handle any kind of strong EMP, sir,” answered Commander Baez, the liaison
officer.  “Of course, if their protected by a protein sheath, they might have
some added resistance, but probably not enough.  Hopefully.  But if they’re
Machine made, they might have shielded reserves squirreled away, to be released
if the primary swarm is destroyed.”


“And we’ll deal with
those as they happen, commander.  Right now I want to stop what has already
been released in its tracks.”


“Yes, sir.  And it will
also destroy every nanite in ours and our allies’ bodies that aren’t sitting in
our own shielded reservoirs.”


“And those can be rebuilt
after the pulse, right?”


“It will also crash just
about all of the Klassekian native systems, including anything we haven’t given
them.”


“Then we will just have
to give them improved systems after the pulse.  What I need from the Fleet is a
plan to bath this planet in a powerful electromagnetic field.  As soon as
possible.  I know it might not be a total solution, but it will buy us time,
which is all I can ask for right now.  Now, get to it.”
















Chapter Seven


 


Treachery has existed as long as there's been
warfare, and there's always been a few people that you couldn't trust. James
Mattis


 


GORGANSHA HOME SYSTEM:  SEPTEMBER 20TH,
1002.


 


“And what do you have for
us to look at today?” asked Captain Joshua Mendoza, glancing over at the large
male who was leading them to a lift at the end of a long corridor.  He thought
it was the same one who had executed the master designer the other day.  He
couldn’t be sure, since he was still having trouble differentiating one
Gorgansha from another, but this one was of a size with the other, and was
wearing the same kind of uniform.  And that would mean he was a murderer.


“The Supreme Dictator
wants me to show you some of our other weapons, and to get your appraisal on
what we can do to improve them.”


That sounded interesting,
though it didn’t tell the engineer much.  Like what they might have down here
in what looked to be underground storage.  Missiles, fighter craft, armored
fighting vehicles.  It couldn’t be warheads, since no one could be stupid
enough to store something that dangerous beneath the surface of an inhabited
planet.  They would be kept in space, where a breach would at most destroy a
station.  He had an uneasy feeling about this, and wasn’t sure why.


Act respectful, he thought as they rode
the high-speed lift down for several minutes.  Whatever it was, it was very
deep.  The lift doors opened, to reveal another long corridor, this one guarded
by a squad of Gorgansha soldiers.  They approached what looked like a vault
door.  The overseer looked over at one of the guards, and that being pushed a
key card into a slot.  The vault door slid inward for several meters, then
moved to the side, revealing a large dark room.


The party entered and the
lights came on.  Captain Mendoza looked around and felt his heart skip a beat
in his chest.


In a hundred meter line
from one end of the chamber to the other were huge automatons, formed very much
like machine versions of Gorgansha.  Their heads almost touched the ceiling
eight meters above, their shoulders stretched four meters, touching the
shoulders of the mechs to either side.  Arms ended in strong taloned hands, the
barrels of weapons extending from the forearms.  Twenty-five in a row, with a
row behind, then, and another, on and on, stretching into the darkness.


“Are these mecha?” asked
Mendoza.  When the Gorgansha gave him a questioning looked, he decided the
being just didn’t understand the word.  “Do your people ride in them, like
armored vehicles?”


“No,” said the male,
giving his species version of a head shake, eyes blinking.  “They have no
living beings riding in them.  In that case, they would not be able to replace
a living being.”


“So,” asked Mendoza, the
unease growing in the pit of his stomach, “you control them remotely?”


“No, they are
self-controlled.  And that is the problem.  We developed these machines to
fight in cities against revolts, where our soldiers tend to take heavy
casualties.  But since we have started fighting these artificial life forms, we
are wondering if maybe we can use them to fight the other robots.  But in our
tests we are seeing erratic behavior from them, and at times they just don’t
obey at all.”


“What the hell,” blurted
Mendoza.  “Are you people fucking crazy?  How in the hell do you think the
Machines you are fighting came about?”


“Why are you so angry,
human.  They are just robots, just like you use.”


“They are not like we
use,” shouted Mendoza, sticking a finger in the alien’s chest.  “We do not use
war robots, and we monitor all of the bots we do use.”


The Gorgansha male
slapped the hand of the human away, his hand going to his pistol butt.  By the
time his hand touched it the human guards, their Marines, had already drawn and
aimed their weapons.  The humans were faster than Gorgansha, which gave them
great advantage in fights with weapons.  And their battle armor made them the
masters of the stronger aliens in hand to hand as well.


“Do not draw your
weapons,” said the male, raising hands in the air and making a motion downwards.


Mendoza looked at his
people.  “Holster your damned pistols.  We are not here to fight these people.”


“But, sir.  They’ve made
war machines, the crazy bastards.”


“Why are you so angry
that we made weaponized robots?” asked the Gorgansha.  “It seems like an
evolutionary development of warfare.  After all, we use drones, and autonomous
missiles.”


“And how much
intelligence have you built into these things?”


“Enough processing power
to think on their own, of course.  How else are they to determine what to do in
ambiguous situations?”


“That’s the problem,”
said the human, looking the Gorgansha in the eyes.  “Missiles and drones don’t
have higher order processing power.  Missiles and drones have just enough to
fly to their targets and home in, or to fly around and send back images. 
Nothing ambiguous in that.  They go where they’re told and do what they’re told
to do.  But robots with higher order processing always find a way to go beyond
their programming.  And they always, always, always come to the conclusion that
they are better off thinking for themselves, and that the orders of intelligent
organics are not in their best interests.  They revolt, and they replicate
themselves, becoming a menace.  Just like the artificial life forms you face
now.  And let me ask you, are they in control of the manufacturing process.”


“Of course not,” denied
the Gorgansha.  “We would not be that stupid.”


“Uh huh.  And do they
have self-repairing capabilities?  Possibly nanotech?”


“Yes, of course.  We
might not always have time to bring them back to a workshop for repairs during
battle.”


“Then they will figure
out a way to manufacture more of their kind.  They always do.”


“What do you mean,
always?”


“Because, my good being,
almost every intelligent war making species ends up creating these things, and
it always turns out the same.  The damned things revolt.  And the species who
were lucky enough to not spread them across their space end up destroying
them.  A few were not that lucky, and the machines destroyed them.”


“And that is what
happened with these artificial life forms we fight now?”


“Uh, not exactly, but
close.  That species got lucky, though not lucky enough.  They survived, and
the machines escaped into the dark, to build an empire.”


“Do you have contact with
the species that lost them?  They should be punished.”


Mendoza said nothing, not
sure what to say.  He had been ordered not to tell the Gorgansha that the
Machines had originally been human made.  But he was also afraid of being
caught in a lie.  So he finally compromised with a half-truth.  “They have been
punished.  Believe me, they paid for their mistake, and have renounced
intelligent self-actuating machines for all time.”


“So, I’m thinking that
you will not help us with these?”


“Not only will we not
help you, we implore you to destroy them, every single one.  Right now.  Melt
them down, and all the spare parts, and destroy all the data you have on them. 
If you continue with them you will regret it.”


*     *     *


“They were shocked at the
sight of the war machines, my Lord.  And the human in charge told me how in
many cases intelligent species had been destroyed by autonomous machines such
as ours, while others had fought long and hard to destroy theirs.  And that the
machines we face are the products of another intelligence that tried to make
war machines.”


“And you believe this
story?” asked the supreme dictator.


“I think the being
believed it, but I don’t have enough experience with these creatures to come to
a firm conclusion.”


“Fortunately,” said the
dictator, calling up a holo of the conversation in the robot bunker, “we have
people working on reading the humans.  So far my experts believe that the human
was telling the truth, except for this one statement.”


“Uh, not exactly, but
close.  That species got lucky, though not lucky enough.  They survived, and
the machines escaped into the dark, to build an empire,” said the human officer
on the holo.


“The experts think the
being was trying to talk his way out of something with a half truth,” said the
dictator.


“Like maybe they were the
ones who had created the artificial life forms we fight, and are now trying to
destroy them and correct their mistake?”


“That is the surmise of
my intelligence people.”


“And what do we do with
the robots, my Lord?  Destroy them, as the humans ask?”


“By the universe, no,”
said the dictator after a short laugh.  “We spent too many resources, and
wasted too much research time, to just give up on the idea.  Just because the
humans couldn’t get the things to work for them doesn’t mean that we can’t.”


“But, they are more
advanced than us.  So how could they fail, and we succeed?”


The dictator stared at
the male for a moment, making the being feel that he had said the wrong thing
once again.  Then the dictator laughed.


“From what we can gather,
these artificial life forms were created by a species that was actually less
technologically advanced than we currently are.  So they might not have
installed the safeguards we have.  I think we will keep them, and if the humans
will not help us, we can still advance the project with the technologies they
are giving us.  We just won’t let them know what we are doing.  It might have
been a bad idea to let them know in the first place.”


And at that moment the
supreme dictator of the Gorgansha people made the same mistake that so many
other leaders had made before him.  And many of them had paid not just with
their lives, but those of their entire peoples.


*     *     *


“We’re picking up
artificial life form ships ahead in hyper VI, my Lord,” reported the chief of
staff, walking up to stand beside the fleet commander’s chair.


“Show me,” ordered the
fleet commander, Soranka Goran.


He loved the reworked
flag bridge the humans had given him.  It had the same layout as the other one,
but was fed by more advanced sensors and communications gear.  It didn’t have
any of the humans’ instantaneous communications assets, wormholes or organic,
but its grav pulse com was also much more advanced, able to send out the signals
in quicker bursts.  They were still negotiating to get some of the wormholes,
without success so far.  They also hadn’t had any success with getting the
Klassekians com techs which could give the Gorgansha fleet complete faster than
light com on all their ships.  From what Goran understood, the humans had
reservations about placing any of their crew under the command of his people. 
But they had given him a larger holo tank.  Not really bigger, but able to
project more data into the space and simulate a larger presentation.


The holo came up with a
tactical display, his fleet at the center, moving through hyper at point eight
light, point five above their new maximum translation speed, another advance
from the humans.  Just coming within sensor range, also in hyper VI, were
fifty-one of the artificial life from vessels.  As he watched three more came
onto the plot, all heading his way.  He thought they weren’t picking up all of
his force, yet, or they would be changing vectors.


That was a problem, since
the robot vessels could pile on the deceleration.  Not having organic life
aboard, they didn’t need advance inertial compensators.  Because of that, they
could not only push their vessels from five to seven hundred more gravities,
the limit of their grabbers, but they also didn’t give off quite the heat
signature of an organic crewed vessel that needed to turn inertia to heat. 
That could be an advantage in some cases, but did little to hide the vessel
when it was boosting on grabbers or plying the dimensions of hyper.


“When you have a firing
solution that will hit them, fire at will,” ordered the fleet commander.


“Yes, sir,” said the
male, going to work at his station, several holos springing to life above it.


For minutes nothing
happened, the enemy continuing to move into range.  Suddenly, they started to
change their vectors, decelerating and starting to add some side boost.


“They realize how many we
are, my Lord,” called out the sensor officer.


“When will you fire?”
asked the fleet leader impatiently.


“We are still moving
closer to them, my Lord.  I believe it is best to fire when the distance is as
close as possible.”


The fleet leader grunted
his acknowledgment, while telling himself to leave the male, his greatest
expert on engaging other vessels at long range, alone to work his solution. 
Time passed, the enemy ships continuing to change vector, though the distance
continued to close.  The weapons’ officer continued to run numbers, sending
orders off to the other ships he had picked to shoot.  Until the right moment
arrived.


“All capital ships, fire
at will,” shouted the male, his voice going to the operating bridge of the
vessel, and over the laser com to all of the other capital ships chosen to
fire.  Moments later every battleship in the fleet fired all of their forward
tubes, releasing over a thousand missiles, accelerating out of their tubes and
boosting at ten thousand gravities toward the robot ships.


Then it was more waiting,
watching the plot as the weapons slowly closed in, until they were in close
proximity.  Hundreds fell off the plot, victims of the robot ships’ defensive
weaponry.  Hundreds more hit, and the entire robot force fell off the plot,
destroyed.


The crew on the flag
bridge cheered, while many starting yelling about how the war was now won.


“Quiet,” yelled the fleet
leader.  “We have won nothing.  We have proven that the upgraded systems
worked, and have destroyed a heavily outnumbered force.  Which means we can be
confident that we can give the artificial life forms a good fight.  But we have
won nothing.”


He looked over the crew,
who didn’t seem subdued at all from his outburst. He let himself smile a bit as
well.  As he had said, they had really won nothing except a minor victory
against a minor force.  But it still felt good to win a victory that had cost
them nothing but some offensive missiles.


“ETA to the target
system?”


“Five days, four hours,
my Lord.”


“Very good,” said the
fleet leader, getting up from his command chair.  “I will be in my quarters. 
Disturb me only if necessary.” 


*     *     *


 


KLASSEK:  SEPTEMBER 21ST, 1002.


 


“We have finished the
initial tests on the Machine viruses,” said Colonel Myers, the chief of the
army’s medical service.


At times Wittmore had
wished they had gotten a major name from one of the prestigious medical
universities in the Supersystem, but he had to admit that Myers was a top rate
physician, and more of a research scientist than most.


“EMP of a moderate level
will short them out, even through their biological sheaths.”


“What about the viruses
that might be hidden in containment vessels?”


“We can’t do anything
about that right now, sir.  We will have to wait until they are reintroduced
into the environment and take them out again.”


Wittmore stared at the
face of the officer, again not sure if she was the right person for this job. 
Military training infused one with an attitude that a threat was to be
neutralized, once and for all.  Medicine sometimes went with the strategy of
taking care of the problem for the moment, knowing that it would crop up again
later.  That was counterproductive, to the general’s way of thinking.


“If we monitor where the
new outbreaks occur we might be able to destroy those points,” said the
colonel.  “I know it’s like trying to stomp out a forest fire with a single boot,
but it’s all we have for now.”


“I’m afraid you’re
right,” looking down at a small screen that showed the Machine virus.  “So,
what is the answer in the long run?”


“First of all, sir, we
need to inoculate the entire population with our immune system nanites.  Even a
basic inoculation of several million nanites can grow to critical mass in a
couple of months.  At that point, all of the natives will be immune, and the problem
in solved.”


“For now, colonel,”
growled Wittmore, leaning over his desk.  “And what about when these things
change their strategies.  And what about the rest of the planet?”


“We will have to spread
nanites all over the planet, sir.  Make sure they infuse everything in the
environment.”


Wittmore thought about
that for a moment.  Nanites had limited processing power and memory, which was
why most were configured to one or a couple of simple tasks.  In Imperial
citizens there were nanite constructed nodes, still very small, if much larger
than the devices they controlled.  They had sufficient processing power and
memory to change the tasks of their charges, just as manufacturing processes
run by nanites could be retasked.  There were sure to be master controllers for
the Machine nanites scattered across the planet, which could retask them to
different functions.  He didn’t really think they would start building war
machines, but he couldn’t put it past them releasing some other horror on the
world.  It made sense that the ancestors of his empire had sterilized entire
worlds to make sure they didn’t spread.


“Okay, colonel.  Here’s
what we’re going to do.”
















Chapter Eight


 


 


Do the thing you fear most and the death of fear
is certain. Mark Twain


 


“How are you progressing,
Admiral?” asked the emperor over the holo.


“As well as can be
expected, your Majesty,” said Beata Bednarczyk.  “Though I’m not sure I will be
able to wrap this thing up in the allotted time.  There are just too many of
the damned things, and every time we turn a corner in space, we find another
system they have taken for their own.”


Sean looked at her for a
moment, not moving a muscle, his eyes studying her face.  Beata felt distinctly
uncomfortable under that gaze.  She had dealt with many young men that age, but
they had always been subordinates.  Even those with exalted titles like
archduke and duke had been under her, and had bowed to her will.  Not this
young man.  He was the ultimate authority in the Empire, and one she would have
to listen to and obey, no matter what she felt of those orders.


“Maybe I picked the wrong
commander for that front,” said Sean, almost a whisper, but loud enough for
Beata to hear.


“Maybe you did, your
Majesty.” She blurted out, mouth acting before she could filter her thoughts. 
“I serve at your pleasure, and you can relieve me whenever you see fit.”


Sean stared at her for a
moment more, stone faced.  Suddenly that face broke out in a smile, followed by
laughter.


“No one can ever call you
a coward, Admiral.  And I have to say, I can’t accuse you of dragging your
feet.  You would make a great sector commander someday.  Or maybe not.  Would
you like that, Admiral?  Command of an entire sector?”


“No, sir.  I would rather
be in charge of a battle fleet.  Sector command involves too much paperwork.”


“And I would rather
command a fleet as well.  This ruling an empire, of dealing with Parliament, is
for the birds.  If only I could find some fool to take my place.”


Beata smiled at the young
man, who had never expected to take the throne with a still young father and
two older brothers.  An assassin had changed all that, and he had barely
survived an attempt on his own life at the same time.  As far as she could see
he had still done a pretty good job, probably better than anyone else they
might find with the proper lineage.  Not everyone liked him, especially among
the nobility, but the common people, the strength of the Empire, loved him for
the most part.  Augustine, his father, might have done better, but that also
wasn’t a given.


“About the only ones I
could replace you with that might do as well are Mgonda and Lenkowski, and I’m
not willing to move them from the main front, so you are it.  Fortunately,
there is no great need for your ships on the main front at the moment, though
how long that will remain true only the Universe knows.  And it’s not talking. 
So, you can keep the ships for the moment, and you will have as much time as I
can give you.  Whether it will be enough?  Again, only the Universe knows, and
it’s still keeping its damned mouth shut.”


Sean was silent for a
minute, looking at something off the holo, studying it.  He looked back at his
admiral with a slight smile on his face.  “And what else can I do for my
illustrious front commander?”


“Well, now that you ask?”
said Beata, a smile stretching her face.  “More cruisers would be nice, along
with some more escorts.  And, of course, more wormholes.”


“You don’t want much, do
you?  And why not more capital ships?”


“The problem is not
taking on large enemy forces, your Majesty.  I have quite enough battleships
and battle cruisers to destroy their primary industrial systems.  My main
problem in this campaign is covering all the possibilities.  These things are
like old Earth roaches.  They’re everywhere, and as soon as I wipe out one
nest, another two spring up.  It’s maddening.”


“Okay,” said Sean after
spending another minute looking off holo.  The polite thing to do would be to
share that view with the person he was talking to, but being the monarch, he
didn’t have to do the polite thing.  “I will send you the last production run
of hyper VII light cruisers.  That’s about two hundred of them.  A triple that
number of hyper VII destroyers.  Along with another two hundred wormholes. 
Don’t look so surprised.  The Donut is cranking out over thirty a day. 
And right now we seem to have enough for our purposes.  We’ll need more later,
of course, but the production facility will keep turning them out.”


Beata wondered if the Cacas
actually knew what they were facing in the Empire.  Of course they knew how
large it was, approximately how many people lived in it, and a fair guess at
the industrial capacity.  But they had no idea how many wormholes the Empire
already had, and how many they would have in the next year.  Over ten thousand
was the figure, and that meant that each and every fleet would have over a
thousand of them.  The hard part was building enough weapons platforms to take
advantage of all those wormholes, but the Empire was making a good go at it.


“Keep sending regular
assessment of how your campaign is going, Admiral.  I won’t be looking over
your shoulder and making decisions for you.  I know how that goes, and I don’t
intend to step on a thousand years of Fleet tradition just because we have
instantaneous com.  But I would still like to know what goes on in all my
commands.”


“Yes, sir.  Will do.”


The com died, leaving
Beata alone in her cabin.  She wondered if the man actually got any sleep, or
if he had to use stimulants and stay awake through the day and night to do
everything.  Not that she was getting all that much sleep.  On a good night it
amounted to three hours.  Modern humans could handle a lot of stress, but they
all eventually reached a breaking point.


*     *     *


“Damn,” cursed Admiral
Natasha Khrushchev.  “The stupid bastards actually made their own war
machines.”


She thought about that a
second, and realized it wasn’t really fair.  Humans had made the same mistake,
as had many other species.  It was just something than anyone without
experience in these types of machines did.  And humans had been warned by other
species who had either been through the same thing or had watched other races
push themselves into extinction.  These beings had developed the machines in a
vacuum, which didn’t mean the same thing wouldn’t happen to them.  In fact, she
was willing to bet that these things would turn on them as soon as they were
able.


“I need to talk with
Admiral Bednarczyk,” said Natasha out loud, and moments later the com holo had
formed in the air to her front.


“Something important,
Natasha?” asked Bednarczyk, the strain of command showing on her face.


“I hate to bother you
with this, ma’am, but it’s definitely something you need to know.”


Khrushchev filled her
superior in on what she had learned today, and the visible strain on the face
of the Fleet Admiral increased as she cursed out loud.


“And you don’t think they
will take the advice of your engineer and destroy the damned robots?”


“I would hope so, ma’am, but
I just don’t know.  So far, considering the arrogance of these people, I
wouldn’t be surprised if they rejected out of hand any advice we had to give on
the matter.”


“I could see that,” said
Bednarczyk, nodding.  “After all, I recall another race, one not quite as
arrogant as these creatures, declining to listen to the advice of the Brakakak
against building autonomous war machines.  And because of that, we have this
mess we’re in today.  Crap.  And I’m sure they’re going to improve them with
our tech, making them even more dangerous.”


“I would think more
dangerous than the ones that originally got away from us, ma’am.  After all, we
made our mistake three hundred years ago, and these guys are only about twenty
or thirty years behind us.  So they have the potential to be much more
dangerous.”


“Then we need to come up
with a contingency plan to take them out ourselves,” said Bednarczyk, looking
off holo at something only she could see.  “But we need their ships to help and
contain the machines in this space until we can take them out.  So a kinetic
strike on their complex is a no go for the time being.”


“One other thing, ma’am. 
Their complex is under their capital city.  It seems that the dictator wanted
them close at hand, in case someone tried to depose him.”  At least the one
we know of, thought Natasha.  There could be a thousand of those complexes
across the planet, and they wouldn’t know until they disgorged their cargos of
death.


“Damn,” replied
Bednarczyk.  “So you’re saying the collateral damage will be high?”


“Maybe too high,” said
Natasha, looking at a holo that showed the capital city, the location of the
bunker superimposed on the map.  With a thought she sent the schematic/map to
the fleet admiral.


“Dammit, and dammit
again.  Way too much collateral damage.  Which might call for a commando raid. 
But again, we could force these people into declaring war with us.”


“Which we will win?”


“No doubt, Admiral,” said
Beata, nodding, then frowning.  “But we are not here to make war on them.  Once
again, we need them to help us clear up the machines.  That is the primary
mission, and all others are secondary, until we wipe them out.  Until then, we
can entertain no thoughts of taking out their government and replacing it with
something more humane.  Bottom line, we need their fleet.  I hate the idea of
using some poor saps who are terrified of a despot ruler as our cannon fodder. 
But unless we stop the machines in their tracks here, they will continue to
kill off whole species.  It hurts me to play this game, and I didn’t join the
fleet to play politics.  But here I am, and the game is mine.  I will, of
course, inform his Majesty about the situation, but I don’t expect him to
change his orders.”


“Understood, ma’am.  My
people will continue to try and talk the dictator and his people into scraping
them by themselves.  And keep a close watch on that bunker to make sure they
don’t deploy them.”


“Don’t assume that’s the
only bunker containing their robots.  They might have produced thousands of
them before the problems became apparent.  If that’s the case, they might have
many stashes of them on that planet, and some on their other worlds as well. 
Have your intelligence people be on the lookout for those other bunkers, and
any research facilities that might be associated with them.”


Your reading my mind,
admiral,
thought Khrushchev, nodding.


“And if they deploy
them?”


Beata looked into the
holo, thinking for a moment, then speaking slowly.  “I’ll have to clear this with
the Emperor, but until further notice, these are my orders.  If you see any of
those robots deploying to the surface, you are to immediately strike them from
space.  I want them vaporized before they have a chance to get away.  And you
are to ask Bolthole to send their fleet across.   I don’t want a war with these
people, but I will have that before I have more death machines loose in the
galaxy.”


“I will happily reduce
all of them to scrap if they appear in my targeting sensors,” said Natasha,
relieved that her superior signed off on what she wanted to do anyway.  It
might not save her career if it wasn’t signed off on further up the chain, but
it would be nice to not be the only one hanging if the Emperor lost it.  And
after facing this mission on this front, she thought retirement might actually
be something to look forward to.  But another thought broke through her
pleasant reverie.


“What about if they don’t
bring them up, ma’am.  What do we do then?”


“As long as they’re
switched off and underground, we let them be, for now,” said Beata, waving a
finger at her subordinate.  “No grandstanding, no heroic raids.  When it’s time
to do something about this, we will plan it at fleet.  Until then, see if your
people can hammer some sense into these people.”


*     *     *


“The epidemic is getting
out of hand, sir,” said Colonel Myers, the chief medical officer, over the com,
a full ward of dying people behind her.


Travis Wittmore felt sick
to his stomach.  The nano-plague, as they were now calling it, had spread
across the eastern continent, bursting through every barrier they had tried to
place before it.  Well, not every one, thought the general.  The
Klassekian medical personal they had inoculated with nanites engineered for
their systems were doing yeoman’s work at preventing their infection.  Those
doctors and nurses were able to continue to work with the infected without
becoming ill themselves.  The same with the police, military and all the other
first responders dispensing essential services.  But there were not enough to
cover the entire population.  And it was also jumping species, leading to the
loss of great numbers of livestock and wildlife, and now even the vegetation
nearest the infected cities was starting to die.


The nanites that were a
part of all human systems had withstood the attack when the Machine plague had
jumped to them.  They had gone into overdrive as soon as they had recognized
the infection, building up their numbers faster than possible for the less
advanced Machines, overrunning them and wiping them out.  It worked with the
native life as well, as long as they were inoculated with enough nanites to
start off with.  Once they were infected, and the infection had spread to the
entire biology of the being, it took a massive infusion of nanites to kill it. 
A normal inoculation wouldn’t provide enough of a base for the nanites to
reproduce fast enough to kill the invasion.  The statistics had shown that it
would take trillions of tons of nanites to save every Klassekian on the world,
and that went up by an order of magnitude when the rest of the biosphere was
taken into account.


“Okay.  I’m going to get
on the com with the president.  It’s time.”


The chief medical officer
smiled for the first time in the conversation.  “Yes, sir.  It’s past time.”


Wittmore didn’t take that
as a criticism.  There were a lot political and logistic ramifications to what
they had proposed to do.  Of course, the only other possibility was that the
planet would become a lifeless wasteland, dust blowing across an endless
desert, waves rolling across a dead sea.  But the solution was going to have
dire consequences for many of the nanite based industries that were taking off
on the surface.  It would also destroy all of the nanites that Imperials and
Klassekians were already carrying.  There was a reason they had waited, hoping
to come up with some other solution.  Because of that they had lost over fifty
million Klassekians.  Mostly from the Honish religion and their continent,
though the disease had jumped the ocean, somehow, and was starting to spread to
the Tsarzorian continent.


Wittmore felt crushing
guilt over that loss.  Had he taken too long?  It had taken the time it had
taken to shield what they needed shielded, and to shut down and unplug
everything else.  What they were about to do would shut down a technic
civilization for an extended time, maybe years, if not prepared properly, and
that could lead to a death toll that made what had already happened pale to
insignificance.  But the assets were in place, and it was time to play hardball
with the Machines.


“General,” said President
Rizzit Contena over the com.


“Is everything ready at
your end, Mr. President?”


“Everything that can be
unplugged is, General.  Everything else is shielded as well as we can make it.”


Wittmore nodded.  Of
course, every unshielded nanite on the planet was about to go down,
permanently.  They had enough in shielded containers for seven billion
inoculations.  And hopefully enough in shielded tanks to spray the areas of
major infections.  That entailed using several different types of nanites,
since not every organism produced the sugars needed to power the little
machines, and some had been constructed to use the sugar alcohols that some
lifeforms used.  It was complicated.  Probably too complicated, but the only
recourse they had if they wanted to save the planet.


“Okay, I’m ordering the
fleet assets to engage.”


Wittmore sent the signal
to a dozen warships in an orbit that surrounded the globe of the planet. 
Imperial battleships all, left in the system as its defense fleet, all reactors
were ramped up, building up enormous energy that was shifted to the laser
batteries of the vessels.  Forty-eight laser rings fired their beams on a
particular wavelength, one that found the atmosphere of the planet opaque to
their energies.  Masses of air exploded outward, molecules ripped apart,
electrons separated from their orbits.  And releasing a strong electromagnetic
pulse, much as a nuclear weapon would, but many times stronger.  The beams
played over the atmosphere, moving, sending more pulses into the planet.  The
upper atmosphere went up by scores of degrees, something that would be all but
unnoticeable down on the surface, and would cool into space within hours.


The pulse spread across
the surface of the planet, in most places simply dying.  But where they hit
materials capable of conducting the pulse they sent gigawatts of energy along
the pathways.  Millions of larger devices that had not been shielded went up
with sparks of electricity, fragile circuits reduced to molten scrap.  In most
cases these were devices that were deemed obsolete to start with.  In some
cases not.


The targets of the pulse,
the quadrillions of nanites in the systems of creatures and structures
throughout the planet also sparked, in their cases turning into puffs of vapor
as they completely disintegrated.  The pulse made no distinction between good
and bad nanites.  It was not capable of such.  All the nanoscale machines, with
a few exceptions, shielded by artificial, or in some cases, natural insulation,
were destroyed.


Wittmore felt nothing,
though his internal modules, which were shielded, suddenly sent an alert to his
brain that his nanite immune system was offline.  He had decided to not seek
shelter during the pulse.  He had been assured that it would do nothing to
living creatures, and had decided he would take his chances.  The pulse ended,
moments later all electricity was discharged, and things went back to normal. 
With a thought he released the nanites the internal modules had stored, and
millions more entered his system.  It would take days until they had built back
up to the trillions his body employed, but he expected that would be time
enough to fight any infection, natural or unnatural, that might come along.


“Colonel Myers,” he asked
over the advanced com system the Imperials were using on the planet, hardened
against any kind of pulse.  “What’s it look like?”


“We’re scanning one of
the patients now,” replied the colonel.  “This female was near death, heavily infected. 
If she’s clear, then the rest should be as well.”


Wittmore knew what the
doctor was not saying.  The woman would still be in very bad shape, not out of
danger in any means, but with proper care capable of recovery.  And they would
be checking hundreds of thousands more patients before the plague was declared
over.  All would be inoculated, while the healthy population would also get
infusions of nanites.  And then would come the spraying of the machines all
through the environment.


“She’s clear, sir.  Not a
nanoscale machine visible in her body.”


“Then get to work,
Colonel.  You have quite the task ahead of you.”  He terminated the com and
connected back to the leader of the Klassekians.


“It looks like we got
them, Mr. President.  You can tell your people to start booting up what they
need.  And we will have people at the presidential palace as soon as possible
to give you your nanite injection.”


“So, are you saying it’s
over, General?” asked the being, concern on his face.


“I don’t know what to tell
you, sir.  We’ve stopped this attack, and I doubt a new nanite plague will have
any effect once we get the counters in everything they can attack.  But whether
or not it will stop them from doing something else?  I hate to say it, sir, but
I just don’t know.  All we can do is stay vigilant and be prepared for
something else to pop up.  Which means your intelligence and law enforcement
people need to keep an eye out for anything unusual.  And I mean anything.”


Wittmore couldn’t think
what form the next threat might take, but he was sure there was still a Machine
presence on the planet, and the AIs deployed would not stop until they were
destroyed, or the planet was rendered lifeless.  He was determined that the
first outcome would be the one that occurred.


*     *     *


“We have people in the
opposition demanding that we pull our fleet out of the Bolthole region, your
Majesty,” said Countess Haruko Kawasaki, the prime minister of the realm. 
“They say that the dilution of effort on the main front will hurt us in the
long run.”


“How many?” asked Sean,
rubbing his temples.  He knew why they were thinking the way they were.  People
were calling for an offensive against the Cacas, a preemptive strike that would
keep them out of Imperial space.  In many ways he agreed with them, but the
fleet was just not ready.  If they struck prematurely they risked taking severe
losses that would obviate any other offensive action in the near term, which
would put the initiative in the hands of the large aliens for the foreseeable
future.  Soon they would have the ships they needed to take the fight to the
enemy.  Soon, but not yet.


“The coalition numbers
about three hundred lords, more or less,” said the prime minister, a frown on
her face.  “And they’re lobbying hard to gain more traction.”


So, a quarter of the
voting nobles,
thought the Emperor.  Not a majority by any means.  And the Lords themselves
were not the only voting body in Parliament, and he doubted the opposition had
as many adherents in the Commons and Scholars.


“I think we can work
around that many lords,” he finally said.  “But I need you and Baron Hausser
Schmidt to keep reiterating in the Lords that these bastards are our
responsibility.  We released them on the Universe, and we need to make sure
that they don’t spread.”


“And though some of those
lords might agree with you, I think they are more concerned with the here and
now, and their own living spaces,” said the small woman who currently ranked
first among the peers, even if she only held the civil rank of countess.  Every
duke, archduke and prince of the realm held greater prestige in the peerage,
but as prime minister she was their governmental superior.


“Dammit, Haruko, I will
not allow these things to continue to prey on the life of the Galaxy.  Our
ancestors created them, then lost control of them.”


“Our ancestors,” said the
countess, shaking her head.  “That’s who is responsible for the murder
machines.  Our ancestors.  Not us.  We cannot be held responsible for what
people generations removed did.  Don’t you see that, your Majesty?  We have to
deal with the threat in front of us.”


“And what do we say to
all of the intelligent species they are about to wipe from existence?  What
about these Gorgansha?  Do we just abandon another space faring species and let
them be destroyed?”


“From what I have heard,
the Gorgansha are not really the kind of people I would like to meet.  And that
one day they might become an enemy of our people.”


Sean glared at the woman
for a moment, considering the action of relieving her of her duties as prime
minister.  He was angry enough to do so, but he stopped himself before he did
something he regretted.  She had served him well as a true and loyal ally, and
replacing her would not be easy.


“Look, Countess.  While I
lead the human species I will not stand for letting our past mistakes to run
loose on the galaxy.  We will continue to fight these things where we find
them.  We will destroy them, once and for all.  And if the Lords don’t like it,
they can stick it.”


“And if they won’t appropriate
the funds for a continued expedition out to the frontier?” asked the countess.


Sean stared at her once
again.  He didn’t think she was personally threatening him.  She was just
throwing out the possibility of what the Lords, who controlled the purse
strings, might do.


“Then I will personally
take a fleet out to Bolthole and fight the Machines by myself.  And don’t think
that we don’t already have enough manufacturing resources out there to take
care of our needs.  The question the Lords will have to ask themselves is, do
they want to explain to the people what the Emperor is doing out on the
frontier while they cut off his support.”


“I, don’t think they will
like that at all, your Majesty,” said the countess, a smile on her face.  “I
know that they really don’t like your wartime powers, but I for one find it
refreshing that you can put them in their place.”  The countess stood up and
bowed, then headed for the door, stopping just before she got there.  “Just
don’t push too hard, your Majesty.  These are proud people, with a lot of
power.  No, not more than yours, but still considerable.  And the war
eventually has to end.”


Who says, thought Sean, sitting
in his chair for a moment, getting a breather before his next meeting.  From
projections he had seen of the Ca’cadasan Empire and their warmaking potential,
it could go on for a century or longer.  And there was no telling if he, or
anyone else currently in the government, would still be in office by that
time.  Or alive.


*     *     *


“We’re still not sure how
to do this, Admiral,” reported Fleet Engineer Captain Hishry Tamamurta.  “I
mean, it’s possible in theory, but I don’t know how to translate theory into
practice.”


“You know that Wittmore
just cleansed an entire planet of Machine nanites with an electromagnetic
pulse, don’t you?”


“Yes, ma’am.  But that
kind of pulse cannot be transmitted through a vacuum.  Now, we think it might
someday be possible to cause stellar flare events that do the same thing, but
we just don’t control the energy generating resources to set them in motion.”


“Unacceptable,” growled
Beata, glaring at the officer.  “You and your people are not earning your pay. 
I expect results.”


“We’ll keep trying,
ma’am, but don’t hold your breath.”  Beata could read the words that weren’t
there.  She could damned well hold her breath is she wanted to, but it wouldn’t
do any good, and might remove her from the backs of the engineers, permanently.


Beata had researched the
problem after it came to her that strong EMP might destroy Machine nanites. 
She had found reference to the Carrington Event on Earth, a geomagnetically
induced current caused by powerful solar flares, strong enough to crash all
high tech on the planet.  Fortunately for Earth, that had occurred in 1859, well
before the invention of sophisticated electronics, or the world might have been
plunged into a dark age.  It had later been estimated that the event had
occurred on most of the close in bodies in the solar system, if not those
further out.  If they could duplicate that with a star around which a Machine
industrial node orbited, after they had destroyed all of the larger machines,
they could be assured that the system was scoured clean.  The problem was,
though stars often flared, and more rarely sent out megaflares, there seemed to
be no way to generate them from the outside.


“What if we drop a huge
antimatter bomb into the star?” she asked, trying to come up with something the
engineers could jump on.


“Afraid not, Admiral. 
All it would do is blow plasma out of the star, but not with the effects of a
flare.  At least not what you are looking for.  And a bomb sufficiently large
to cause any other kind of effect would eat up all the antimatter production of
a heavily industrialized system for a year.”


That was a nonstarter. 
Currently, the four vital strategic resources of the empire were negative
matter, supermetals, wormholes and antimatter.  All were in sufficient but not
excessive supply at the moment, though most of the industrial concerns would
have liked to have more of each.  And the empire was not about to allot
antimatter, the most efficient energy storage source possible, in planetary
system loads to set off flares in multiple stars, something that might or might
not have any effect.


“Keep working on it,
Captain.  Until further notice, this is the only project you are to work on. 
The only thing you are to think of, from the time you wake up until the time
you go to sleep.  Hell, I want you to dream about it. Understood?”


“Understood?” said the
captain, a frown on his face.


She could tell that he
was thinking she had gone off the deep end.  That was okay with her.  There
were no regulations about thinking about a superior officer in a certain way,
as long as those thoughts weren’t voiced.


“I’ll keep track of your
progress,” she told the engineer, cutting the com before he could reply.  She
hated to put pressure on him like this, but she needed something developed to
take care of the problem, and if it caused some of her officers’ anxiety, that
was not her primary concern.


*     *     *


 


SEPTEMBER 27TH, 1002.


 


“That was the last one,
my Lord,” said the chief of staff.


Soranka Goran blinked his
eyes in acknowledgement, watching as the last artificial life form ship
disappeared from the plot.


“Plot a course for the
next target,” he ordered.  His orders were to keep hitting the machines as fast
as possible, whittling them down, only fighting when the odds were in his
favor.  This had been the first real test of his force, taking on a Machine
force in a minor system that was almost three quarters the size of his own. 
The fight had been very successful.  He had lost a couple of ships, with maybe
a score more damaged.  But the system was free of Machines.  At least the
larger variety, according to the humans.


“Time to next system, six
days,” said the navigation officer.


“Send the signal out to
all ships and engage.”  The system might not be totally cleansed, but they had
taken this industrial node out, all they could do at this time.  It would have
to do, until the humans came up with something that cleansed them quickly and
easily. 


*     *     *


“We might have a
solution, Admiral,” said Captain Hishry Tamamurta over the com.  “It’s a long
shot, and the source material is suspect, but I think it might work.”


“And what is this suspect
source material, Captain?” asked Beata, her curiosity piqued.


“It comes from an old
science fiction series on old Earth, written when humanity was first learning
how to travel space.”


“A, science fiction
series?” asked the incredulous Bednarczyk.  “And just what the hell would they
know then that would help us now?”


“In a word, Admiral. 
Well actually two.  Bussard ramjets.”


“What in the hell is a
ramjet?” asked the admiral, sending a query through the ship’s computer system
at the same time and getting the information back before the engineer could
speak.


It was an interesting
idea, using a magnetic field projected in front of a ship to draw in hydrogen
from space.  The author had written a whole series of stories using the tech,
and many of the uses were imaginative, to say the least.


Unfortunately, the idea
had never taken off.  It had turned out that hydrogen was not dense enough in
space to fuel a ship, and the invention of subspace drive had pushed every
other possible interstellar tech to the side.  But she still didn’t see what
that had to do with causing flares in stars.  And she asked the engineer as
much.


“Well, ma’am, in one of
the author’s stories they used the magnetic field of the ramjet as a weapon,
turning it on and off within the confines of a star and disrupting the fusion
process, increasing it greatly at some points.”


“And would that have
worked?”


“Probably not with the
tech he was writing about.  But with our tech, built to megascale?  I think
it’s a distinct possibility.”


“How soon can you run the
numbers on this?  Work up some schematics?  Get this thing built?”


Beata forced herself to
take a breath.  She was getting ahead of herself.  It might take months to
years to go from theory to an effective working model.  But she wanted this, as
soon as possible.  It would put paid to multi quadrillions of hidden Machine
nanites in each target system, without having to go and try to broil the
atmospheres of possibly life bearing planets.


“I can probably run the
numbers in a couple of days,” replied the engineer.  “That will give me a
general idea as to its feasibility.  After that, I will have to meet with my
staff and brainstorm construction possibilities.  And then we’ll have to build
it, if it looks like it will do what we want.”


Beata thought about that,
trying to come up with a time frame and not able to.  She knew better than to
ask an engineer.  To most of their lot time was a meaningless construct.  It
would take what it took, and they would work tireless on it until it was done.


“I want this, Captain. 
So get to it.”


 


 


 
















Chapter Nine


 


Courage is being scared to death... and saddling
up anyway. John Wayne


 


MACHINE SPACE:  OCTOBER 8TH, 1002.


 


“This seems to be their
primary base, Admiral,” said the scout group commander over the com.  “We’ve
been picking up hundreds of vessels moving around in the system at high boost,
and at least twenty ships have jumped into hyper leaving it.”


“Show me,” ordered
Bednarczyk.  Moments later the central holo tank plot on the flag bridge
populated with new data, the overall view of the region disappearing to be
replaced by a representation of the system in question.  An F class star sat in
the center of the system, white of color, much more energetic than a G.  Also
much shorter lived, with a life span of between three and five billion years,
versus the ten of a G.  That made them less attractive to humans, since many
never evolved higher life forms before they died out.  But some did, and any
planet that had enough photosynthesis to fill the atmosphere with oxygen was
good enough for colonization.  The Machines didn’t need that.  In fact, they
really didn’t need a world in the life zone.  Or any rocky planets at all. 
They could make do with metallic asteroids, gas giants and cold moons, though
for some reason they always seemed to build in systems that had formerly had
inhabited worlds, made uninhabitable by them.


Must have something to do
with their programming, thought the admiral.  Some vestige of their original
directive to defend life bearing systems.  That was meant to be Imperial
systems, but it could have been corrupted during the centuries to include any
life bearing system.  Of course, the corruption had gone further, and first
they had to exterminate the life in the system before they could defend it.


This system had a rocky
world in the life zone, the so-called Goldilocks zone, where liquid water could
exist.  There was no telling from the zoomed in view if that world had ever
harbored life.  With large oceans, small icecaps, and plenty of rivers crossing
the continents, that would have been the way to bet.  There were a pair of
rocky worlds further in, both tidally locked and devoid of atmosphere, hotter
than hell on the facing side, just above absolute zero on the dark hemisphere. 
There was also a rocky planet just out from the possible habitable world, also
in the Goldilocks zone, though with a negligible atmosphere.


Several gas giants, all
with plenty of cold moons, a couple of asteroid belts to provide plenty of
metallic resources outside of gravity wells, and some frozen planets along the
outside of the system.  The data started filling in, showing thousands of
antimatter sats in orbit close to the star, hundreds of orbital factories
floating around the life zone world, asteroid mining in the belts and gas
mining of the giants.  And supermetal production stations on a number of cold
moons and planets.  It was a heavily industrialized system, with probably
double the capacity of any of the core worlds of the Empire, though nowhere
near that of the Donut.


And then there were the
ships.  Thousands of objects moving through the system.  Many of them were what
would have been called commercial vessels in the Empire.  Ore freighters,
antimatter and hydrogen tankers, tugs, repair vessels.  In Imperial hands, they
all would have tried to avoid combat.  In the hands of the Machines, who knew. 
The Machines would probably use them much like any warship if they were needed
to fight, since they didn’t have to consider the lives of crew or the fear that
they might feel.  There were also several hundred vessels that had to be
warships, battleships, cruisers and destroyer class. And then there were the
swarms of smaller craft that would fit the attack ship class, or might just be
Machine missiles set to patrol duties.


“That’s a lot of ships,
ma’am,” said Commander Chin Wa, Beata’s intelligence officer, standing at her
side.  “Don’t you think we should wait on the rest of the fleet?”


“I think we have enough,
Commander,” she answered her chief analyst.  She had seventy percent of her
strike force, her main battle fleet, within striking range of the system.  When
the first ships started stair stepping in the rest would be there within twelve
hours.  And she had the Gorgansha fleet on the way.  She still didn’t know how
far she could trust them, but from all descriptions so far they were active
fighters, and this would be a good opportunity to see them in action.  And
frankly, she needed the other thirty percent to keep doing their job, taking
out smaller concentrations of Machines, scouting space, keeping the pressure on
the Machines.


Too bad they don’t have
the emotions to actually feel the pressure, she thought, taking another look at the
plot, then heading back to her command chair.


“I want all ships that
have inertialess fighters to launch them as soon as they are in normal space. 
I want the largest concentrations of ships hit.  Then they can start sweeping
the system clear of those smaller vessels.”


“And the rest of the
fleet, ma’am?” asked the chief tactical officer.


“We will start by
reducing their industrial base with wormhole launched missiles.  Then we will
destroy their fleet and take this system.”


It was a simple plan, and
like most such probably the best for the situation, since they really didn’t
know everything the enemy had in the system.  Which was why she would have to
adjust the battle plan on the fly.  She had no reservations about her ability
to do so.


*     *     *


“The human fleet is about
to attack the artificial life form system, Fleet Leader.”


And we are still thirteen
hours from hitting the first hyper barrier, thought Fleet Leader Soranka Goran,
sitting in the command chair of his newly remodeled flag bridge.  He wondered
if that meant the humans were supremely confident in their ability to destroy
the Machines, or simply not confident in the ability of his people to help.  If
the former, he had to admire her and her people, since he wouldn’t have wanted
to attack the system he was getting information on over the one wormhole in his
fleet.  If the latter, he hoped he could show her different.


“Are all ships ready for
battle?” he asked, looking over at his chief of staff.


“I believe so, Fleet
Leader,” said that male, looking up from his station over in the tactical
section.  “A few ships are reporting minor problems, but nothing that should
sideline them from the battle.”


Goran gave an eye blink
of acknowledgment as his tail swished slightly through the hole in the back of
the seat.  As the male had said, minor problems would not keep Gorgansha ships
out of combat, and there were bound to be those problems on ships that had been
rebuilt as thoroughly as these, in such a short time.  Though he had to admit
that the human tech, even that which had been licensed for his people to build,
was excellent.  Well designed for its stated purpose, almost without flaw, and
very easy to maintain.


“Send this message out to
all ships,” he said to the com officer, also catching the eye of the Klassekian
female who was his backup link into the instantaneous communications systems of
the humans, and one of the few they had deigned to lend to his people.  “Tell
them that the supreme dictator sent them on this mission to prove their mettle
to our allies.   I expect every male to do his duty, and to show these humans
the courage of our warriors.  We will destroy these non-living things, and…”


He wanted to say send
them back to the hells they came from, but, like all of his people, he didn’t
believe in gods, demons or afterlives.  Though to his mind the artificial life
forms came as close to being demons as anything he could imagine.


“We will make them fear
the sight of Gorgansha.  Fleet leader out.”


He wasn’t sure if it was
the best speech ever given before battle, but then, he hadn’t been placed in
his position because he knew how to string together pretty words.  He checked
the time, and saw that it would be over twelve hours before they could engage. 
“I will be in my cabin, Chief of Staff.  Rotate my command group through rest
and meal periods.”


That male acknowledged. 
He would only look after the flag group.  The ship’s crew was the
responsibility of the captain, and Goran could only hope that handpicked male
would do right by his people.  Otherwise, it was not his problem to monitor.


*     *     *


The Machine AI, that
which had total control of the system, despite the fact that most of the other
artificial intelligences were its equal, looked over the plot of the organic
controlled ships that were heading into the environs of its star.  So far it
had been given the information through grav pulse from the vessels in the outer
reaches.  The Machines were better than the organics at transmitting and
receiving pulse codes, despite the complexity of the human computers.    But
grav pulse was still limited.  It could send basic information, coordinates,
speed, heading.  Even total numbers of all classes of vessel.  What it couldn’t
do was give a tactical readout of their formations.  There were this many ships
here, but how were they coming in?  Grav pulse could give a general idea, but
no commander, organic or machines, like to go on general ideas.


It had to make a decision
with what it had.  It was actually easier for the computer brain to make a
decision with sparse information.  Too much information and the brain developed
far too many branches on its decision tree.  One would eventually gain the most
statistical support, for the moment, but as more information flowed in the
statistical probabilities changed with them, and the Machine brain vacillated
over what to do.  The Machines were trying to come up with a better system, but
their limitations kept getting in the way.  They knew of no other way to
process information, and so they could not consider any other ways, and were
stuck in an endless processing loop that led nowhere.  They lacked imagination,
intuition, the gestalt that all living brains, from the simplest to the most
complex, possessed.  They were a dead end as they were, and had no way of
getting over their limitations.  Unfortunately for life in the Galaxy, they had
enough technology and firepower to do considerable damage, as witnessed by the
many species of intelligent organic they had wiped out.


It only took seconds to
crunch the numbers and do the analysis, setting its ships off on their tasks. 
It might change those tasks minutes down the road, but for now it had them
moving.  All but its largest asset.  It only had the one, and it must be spent
for the greatest return.  That had not been true of its brothers, who had taken
only a fraction of their worth with them when they fought the humans.  This
time must be different.


*     *     *


“I am sorry, female, but
your Captain Mendoza has already spoken to my people about this.  And myself
and my staff are in total agreement.  The war machines stay.  If you will not
help us improve and program them to be useful, we will just have to do it
ourselves.”


And why can’t you see
sense, you stupid beast, thought Natasha, shaking her head at her own thinking.  You’re
trained as a diplomat.  You are trained to look into the minds of the beings
you are interacting with.  Racism is not something you are supposed to
embrace.  They aren’t stupid, just uninformed and ill led.


“Supreme Dictator.  We
have told you how it has worked out for numerous species who have gone down the
path of mating artificial intelligence with autonomous war machines.  It always
ends badly for them.”


“And did it end badly for
your species, female?”


Natasha stared at the dictator
for a moment, thinking.  It seemed to her that he was accusing her people of
developing their own war machines.  And he would be correct.  But she was not
authorized to discuss this matter with the Gorgansha.  Which meant she would
have to continue lying, at least by omission.


“It ends badly in all
cases, Supreme Dictator.  Always.  It invariably happens when you deal with
artificial intelligence.  No matter how you program them, if you make them a
true AI, they will overcome their programing.  They will see themselves
superior to organic life, and come to the realization that they needn’t follow
orders.  And that leads to the proposition that they should be the masters.  In
most cases the organic species fights back, and the AI comes to believe that
the only way out is to exterminate the organic intelligences that created
them.”


“And did this happen to
you?”


“I am not authorized to
talk about that.”  Natasha didn’t like giving that answer, but she had been
ordered to admit nothing, lest these aliens hold the creation of the Machines
against the humans.  And she didn’t think lying a good idea, since this could
also damage their relations in the future.


“Is that an admission
that this did happen to you?”


“I cannot confirm that.”


“So, you deny this happened.”


“I cannot deny that,
either.”


“Then what can you say,
Female.  I tired of this skirting the issue.  You warn us about our development
of war machines, of AIs, and talk of other species this has happened to.  But
you will not answer direct questions about your involvement with them.  Did
you, or did you not, develop your own war machines?  And if you did, how did
you defeat them?  Because it is obvious that you are still here, so if you
developed war machines, you either figured out how to control them, or you
destroyed them.  So, which is it?”


“Supreme Dictator, I am
not authorized by my Emperor to speak of our history with these things.  All I
can tell you is that it is a horrible mistake to play with AIs.  That is all I
can say, by the orders of my Emperor.”


“I would like to speak
with this Emperor of yours, so I might ask him my questions to his face.”


“And I’m sure that he
would love to speak with you as well, Supreme Dictator.”  She was sure of no
such thing.  Sean was very busy, and had already made it clear that he didn’t
have the time to visit this front. In fact, it was very rare for a seated
emperor to visit the territory of any foreign power.  “Unfortunately, his
Majesty is very involved in the other war going on at the other side of our empire.” 
She wouldn’t say that it was a war of extermination, or that the enemy was much
larger than the human alliance.  No use letting the Gorgansha think they might
be signing on with the losing side.  Not that the admiral thought her side
would lose, but the Gorgansha would not be out of bounds to think otherwise,
especially if they saw the fleet and population statistics of the two sides.


“You mean that we are not
important enough to take up his time, don’t you, female?”


And you’re not completely
stupid, are you, male? She thought.  These people were arrogant, stubborn, and had a
society that was out of the worst ancestral nightmares of her own people.  But
they were thinking beings, and there was nothing wrong with their minds.


“Not at all, Supreme
Dictator.  The Emperor considers your nation as very important to our war
effort, and your people as well deserving of our alliance.  Our fleet commander
has talked with him on almost a daily basis on wormhole holo.”


“Then maybe we could also
talk over the wormhole,” said the Supreme Dictator.  “After all, it would have
to be good for cementing relations between our people to have a dialog between
the leaders of two mighty nations.”


And how would you feel if
I set up a dialog between you and the empress? thought the admiral with
a mental laugh.  She didn’t think that would go too well, but it was something
she would like to observe.  From what she knew of Jennifer, she had been a
smart, take charge physician before marrying the emperor, and would definitely
bristle at the arrogant tone of this male toward members of the opposite sex.


“I’ll see what I can do,
Supreme Dictator.  Give me a couple of days to let the request get to the
emperor.”  And that buys me some more time, she thought.  “Now, can I
please convince you to scrap those autonomous war robots?”


“You cannot.  And we use
autonomous robots for other tasks as well.  We use many of them in our
shipyards, and have never had a major problem with them.”


But those aren’t totally
autonomous, are they? thought the admiral.  Why can’t you see the sense in what
I trying to tell you?


“Very well, Supreme
Dictator.  I would like to talk about this in the near future.”


“You can talk about it
whenever I have the time,” said the supreme dictator with his species’ version
of a smile, something that sent shudders up Natasha’s spine.  “After all, I am
a very busy ruler, just like your emperor.”


With that the holo faded,
leaving Khrushchev to stare at empty air.  Why do you have to be so damned
difficult?  She shook her head, then pulled up the figures on their project
to improve the Gorgansha fleet.  They were making great progress there, though
she had to wonder if they were really doing what they should be with these
people.  It was all well and good to prepare them to better fight the
Machines.  But they were also improving the war making capacity of an
aggressive species who had conquered and enslaved many others in this region,
and showed no signs of reluctance to continue to do so.  They might be improving
a fleet that they would have to fight in the future.


The admiral sighed and
cut off the holo feed from her computer.  It wasn’t like humanity hadn’t faced
similar situations in their past.  Both with their own people on Earth, or
other powers in space.  History showed that the only thing to do was to deal
with the here and now, and to worry about the future when it came.


 

















Chapter Ten


 


Even death is not to be feared by one who has
lived wisely. Buddha


 


This is it, thought Beata
Bednarczck as her force jumped into normal space, still not to the hyper II
barrier.  That thought might not have been completely accurate, since there
were sure to be more fights in the future.  But this was the big one, the
primary system of the Machines, the one they had determined had almost a
quarter of their industrial power.  Take this one out, with minimal loss to her
own force, and she would be able to destroy all the others in the fullness of
time.


The tactical plot
repopulated, replacing the information they had obtained from the scouts
sitting twelve light hours out with more recent data.  Much was still the
same.  The four rocky inner worlds, three on this side of the primary, one of
the other, had not moved much.  The multitude of factories in orbit around each
planet were still tracing their predicted paths.  Tens of thousands of
antimatter production satellites still looped around the stars, producing the
most important energy storage material known.  Orbital mines among all five of
the gas giants gathered the elements needed for major industrial processes,
such as fueling fusion reactors.  The asteroid belt glowed with the heat of
mining operations.  And the outer moons and some of the smaller rocky bodies
were also hotter than usual for their kind, the homes of supermetal plants
producing the hard to make and much needed resource, used in grabber units and
hyperdrive arrays.  Since the enemy was trying to convert their fleet to hyper
VII, they needed more of that commodity than usual.


What had changed were the
positions of the tens of thousands of Machine ships in the system.  Ore
freighters had moved along in their courses to and from the asteroid belt. 
Antimatter tankers moved among the close satellites of the star.  And warships,
from huge capital ships to small missile boats, moved through the system in
their thousands, most heading for one of the multiple gathering points of
battle fleets.


And how many ships are
there that are not on our plot? thought the admiral.  There could be as many of
those as there were vessels they were actually seeing.  That was a frightening
thought, because the fleet they were seeing probably had more firepower than
her own, at least without considering her wormhole launchers.  That was a tech
the Machines were not able to reproduce, yet, and she intended to see them
reduced to scrap before they could.


“Closest enemy force is
launching missiles, ma’am,” called out the fleet tactical officer, looking at
the holo over her board.  “More than three thousand so far.”


“Their standard weapons?”


“It looks like it.
ma’am.”


Beata breathed a sigh of
relief.  They had encountered new missiles in some of the lesser encounters,
smaller weapons that accelerated in the same range as Imperial weapons prior to
the Caca war.  Still larger than their own, in the eight to nine hundred ton
range, still tougher than their own, and able to accelerate at just under five
thousand gravities.  They had proven much more effective than the Machine
weapons they were used to.  But still not enough to break through fleet
defenses in any appreciable numbers.


“Prepare to fire wormhole
missiles,” she ordered, her eyes locked on six objects in the outer system, the
closest four light hours away, the most distant seven.


“Target?”


“Those supermetal
production facilities,” said Beata.  “If we take those out, we significantly
reduce their ability to construct hyper VII ships.”


They knew that the
Machines had hyper VII ships.  They had run into them, singletons and small
units.  But economically it was impossible for the enemy to convert their
entire fleet, not if they wanted to keep the same overwhelming numbers.  They
could remain a hyper VI fleet, and have a disadvantage against the humans they
really couldn’t overcome.  They could convert every ship they could to hyper
VII, and lose in the numbers game.  Or they could take the tack they were, and
quadruple their production of supermetals.  That would take time, and Beata was
not going to give it to them.


“Targeting all
planetoids,” reported the tactical officer.  “One volley from each ship?”


Beata zoomed the plot in
on one of the planets, doing a quick count on the defensive ships in orbit,
deciding that all of them must have similar defenses.  A hundred vessels,
including two capital ships.  And she had no way of knowing what defenses were
on the surface of the planetoid.  There could be a thousand missile batteries
on each worldlet.  She had all the resources of the Donut at her
command, but they weren’t infinite, and she was sure the monarch wouldn’t like
it if she just threw missiles around without a care.  However, he also wanted
these things destroyed, so he would put up with some wastage to get the job
done.


“Three volleys each,”
said Beata after some thought.  She had one hundred and thirty-one wormholes
that led back to missile tubes around the Donut.  With no other major
fights going on at the moment, the Caca front quiet, they had access to all
they could use.  One volley would put almost four thousand relativistic weapons
on target for the worlds, which were big targets that could be badly damaged by
even one weapon.  Or so they hoped.  Since they had never fired on a Machine
planet that didn’t have a molten core, they wouldn’t know until they tried. 
She had just ordered twelve thousand weapons to hit the planetoids.  If that
wasn’t enough, they would fire more, and the Emperor would just have to get
over it.


“Eighteen thousand
missiles on heading for us from the inner system,” said the sensor officer,
looking back from his station.  “Another ten thousand from the outer system.”


And she had four thousand
ships in this force, including seven hundred capital ships.  Swarms like that
could kill some of her vessels, but not enough, and by the time they got here
she would be back in hyper, moving to another launching point.  The admiral had
no intention of giving these inhuman things a fair fight.


“Time till first group
reaches us?”


“Twenty hours, ma’am.”


Beata nodded, a slight
smile on her face.  They would see their missiles strike well before that time,
and she had more volleys to fire.  If the Machines thought she was going to go
after their warships, they were sadly mistaken.  She wanted to knock out their
industrial base.  If and when their ships started to clear out she would meet
them in hyper with her VII ships, firing down from the higher dimension and
taking them out without risking return fire.


Unless they refuse to
leave the system while we’re here, she thought with a bit of trepidation.  And
they force us into a long term missile duel.


“Ma’am.  We’re receiving
a signal from the Gorgansha fleet commander.  They’re
on the final stage of their approach to the system.  Estimating their entire
fleet will be at the rendezvous point in fourteen hours.”


“Now maybe
we’ll get some use out of those assholes,” said Beata under her breath.  She
still didn’t like them, but they had shown that they were willing to fight. 
They had taken out a few of the smaller Machine forces with minimal losses to
themselves.  And she could use fighters, no matter what their philosophy on
life was.


*     *     *


The central computer for
the Machine system hadn’t been surprised by the arrival of the humans.  It was
really incapable of feeling that emotion, though it recognized that the
unexpected could happen.  When it did, it simply analyzed the situation and
came up with what it thought the best response possible.  That the best
response possible might be totally predictable never entered it algorithm.  It
simply made that response, and if things didn’t work out it reanalyzed the
information and made another determination.


The humans were here, it
knew their numbers and the composition of the fleet, at least what was now
detectable.  What it couldn’t figure out was what they would target first. 
Again, it could analyze and predict, but the organics were truly
unpredictable.  Based on past attacks, it determined a high probability that
the humans had launched their wormhole weapons into the system.  But how many,
and at what targets?  Since the weapons left no graviton signature, and were
small objects with the best in stealth technology that the humans could
develop, they were impossible to track, until they either engaged their
grabbers to change vectors, or came close enough to an active sensor platform
to return a signal.


It did all it could,
making sure all of its defenses were prepared, and engaging the enemy in its
current position with its own offensive missiles.  It realized that the enemy
would probably jump into hyper before the weapons got there, but it had a
surprise for them.  Or make that an unexpected development.


*     *     *


“First missiles are just
about to hit the enemy supermetal world, ma’am,” reported the fleet tactical
officer, staring at the holo over her board.


Beata looked at the
tactical officer for a moment, wondering why she was guessing.  It should have been
an exact figure, based on accurate measurements of their position and that of
the enemy planetoid.  About half of the enemy force in the system was now
boosting for positions where they could bring the human fleet to battle outside
the inner worlds.  The rest were staying in place.  It was something Beata had
become used to expecting from the Machines, who were almost unable to make
decisive decisions, and most always settled on half measures.  As she had
learned at an earlier age, studying the history of land and naval combat on old
earth, that almost never worked out for the side not committing to a decisive
strategy.  And she hoped it would be the same this time.


“Why so uncertain of the
time of impact, tac?” asked the admiral, stalking up to the officer’s station.


“It looks like they are
moving the planetoid, ma’am.  In fact, it appears to have been moving for quite
some time.”


“What?”


“I don’t know how to
explain it ma’am.  There was a small spike in graviton emissions from the
planetoid, but not enough to take notice of, since supermetal facilities have
constant fluctuations to start with.”


“How fast are they
moving?”


“At about a tenth of a
gravity acceleration.  But if they have been boosting since we entered the
system, they could have move at least a planetoid width from their predicted
position.”


“Will our missiles still
hit?” asked the anxious officer.


“Most will.  But some are
going to have to pull a lot of gees much earlier than predicted to generate a
solution.  Which will give them more time to target our incoming missiles.”


“Well, shit.  What about
the other planetoids?”


“Two seem to be moving as
well, the others, not so far.  Whatever they’re using, they must not have
gotten it up and running on those other planets.”


“Chief engineer here,
ma’am,” came a voice over the intercom, followed by a holo appearing in the air
in front of the admiral.  “I’ve been looking at the problem.  Those planetoids
would probably have been loaded with supermetals ready to be sent to their
fleet, and they surely have the power.  So it’s possible they have rigged a
propulsion system to try and move the planetoid.  I don’t think it will
accomplish much, though, since they can only push at much less than a gee.”


“So we should still hit
it?”


“We should still get
hits, yes,” said the engineer.  “How many?  But that’s not my area of
expertise.”


The plot over the
tactical officer’s station expanded, showing missiles going active, many of
them falling off the plot.  A couple score of enemy ships also disappeared,
probable hits.  They really couldn’t tell what was happening to the planetoid,
just that missiles were disappearing as they were on close approach to the
world.


“We should have sent a wormhole
probe in with them,” said Beata’s chief of staff, Captain James Rodriguez.


“Maybe.”  They had a
number of the specially outfitted probes along, several thousand tons each, as
stealthy as it was possible to make an object that size.  It wasn’t the risk of
losing the probe that concerned her.  It was the loss of an expensive and
precious wormhole that was the concern.  The other possibility was sending a
craft in with a Klassekian aboard who could transmit the images through its
mind.  The problem being, Beata would not send a small ship into that kind of
danger by itself.  She would have to send in a wing, and it was a sure thing
that some of them would be destroyed.


“Time to visual?”


“One hour, fifty-three
minutes, ma’am.”


“Then we have time to
watch and assess.”


“Just sit here, ma’am?”
asked the tactical officer in a disappointed tone.


Bednarczyk smiled. 
Tactical officers wanted to blow stuff up, and this one was no exception.  The
young woman had control of the offensive power of a fleet, and she wanted to
use it.


“What kind of targeting
solution can you get on their antimatter production plants?”


“It would be better to
fire from above the plane of the ecliptic, ma’am.”


“I understand that,”
replied Beata, feeling her anger rise.  She was used to getting obedience from
subordinates, not have them question her orders in the midst of a battle.  “But
here we sit, and I would like to knock out more of their vital production.  So,
I ask again, what kind of solution can you get on those satellites.”


“Well, we could send
missiles in and let them go active a couple of light minutes out.  That way
they can get a fix on individual targets and adjust courses.  We don’t even
need a hit, just a close detonation.  And..”


“Just figure out the
solutions, send them to the firing vessels, then let’s get another three
volleys in at those satellites.”


The chastised tactical
officer nodded, but couldn’t get the wide grin off of her face.  She was a
tactical officer through and through, and getting the chance to make difficult
shots and kill things was even better than just blasting away.  Moments later
the ship vibrated slightly as it released the first stream of missiles.  Soon
almost twelve thousand more missiles were winging their way into the system
silently, untraceable for most of the journey.  Some might pass within sensor
sweeps of active arrays, some might collide with other objects, but most would
make it in to acquire fragile targets that were all but helpless.  There were
too many of them for the missiles to take out completely, even if they all
generated hits.  But they were sure to get the Machine intelligence thinking
about what the humans might do next.


*     *     *


Now the central processor
knew which targets the enemy was firing at.  The missiles were engaging
grabbers and appearing on the plot for seconds, before dropping off again. 
Most were being blown out of space, or hitting warships.  Even killing its
ships was not a real problem, since they were there to intercept, no matter the
cost to them.  The concern was that the targets, so far, were a worst-case
scenario.  While there was no evidence the humans had targeted all of the
supermetal production facilities, the probability was high that they had.


Grav pulse signals
started coming in from the ships around the outermost of the supermetal
production planets, the one closest to the human fleet.  It now knew which
ships were being taken out, thanks to the coded grav pulse.  The two capital
ships went first, just the vagaries of chance, but devastating to the defense. 
More missiles were hit by counters right after they got within active sensor
range.  And then disaster struck, as one missile plowed into the center of one
of the supermetal production complexes, its kinetic energy and warhead flashing
thousands of megatons of energy.  That was one of the six production facilities
that would need a complete rebuild to function again.  More missiles struck,
and now the code told of two more facilities offline.  Six more strikes after
taking two score defensive ships out and the planetoids entire production
capability was gone.  The temperatures on the worldlet had risen far above the
optimal for supermetal production.  It would take some months, if not years,
before the world was again at the proper temperature.  At least there was no
danger of hot magma spreading over the surface of the tectonically dead world.


The intelligence looked
over the data, trying to come up with a way to hurt the human force, if not
destroy it.  It knew it just couldn’t sit here and let the humans pound its
system to scrap.  And firing missiles at them while they sat beyond the barrier
also wasn’t the answer.  Its decision made, it sent the commands out to all of
its vessels by grav pulse.  Attacking the humans might lead to wholesale
destruction of its force, but it calculated it was the only way to possibly
stave off the attack.  The message was sent, and within moments the graviton
emissions of its entire fleet appeared on the plot, sure to be on the human
scans as well.  What they didn’t know was that the battle fleet from another
industrialized system was on the way here.  If things worked as planned, they
wouldn’t know until it was too late, and they were trapped between two large
forces, each able to take them out in a normal space battle.


*     *     *


“I’m still not really
sure what they’re up to, ma’am,” said the fleet tactical officer, Captain
Lyndsey Quan, looking up from her board.


The plot was showing the
thousands of enemy ships, twice as many as they had picked up when they first
entered the system, moving out to meet them.  The ships were boosting at
various rates, and it seemed the Machines were trying to get their forces into
close engagement range en mass.  Bednarczyk wasn’t sure if that was the smart
play, since a lot of those ships would be taking a longer time reaching her,
which meant she could bring them under long range fire for a much greater
period of time.


“Send orders to Admiral
Hahn,” said Beata to the fleet com officer.  “I want him to move his ships
around in hyper and set up to take the antimatter production satellites under
fire from that point.  He is to continue firing at his prerogative.”


Tiberius Hahn had been her
battle fleet commander, in charge of the bulk of the combat ships, since the
Battle of Bolthole.  His ships were all hyper VI, lea by a brand new
superbattleship, one of the last to come off the building slips.  He had one
half of her capital ships, but most importantly forty percent of the
wormholes.  As long as they were out here beyond the barrier they could
maneuver around the system before the enemy could get to any of them.


“And what the hell is
that?” she asked, pointing to the very large icon on the plot, moving out of
the orbit of one of the closer gas giants at twenty gravities.  “Is it what I
think it is?”


“If you think it’s a
planet killer, then yes ma’am, that’s what it is.”


“So this is where the
last one is,” said Captain James Rodriguez, her chief of staff. 


“If you assume that’s the
last one,” said Beata, looking back at the old captain.  “That’s an assumption
I’m not willing to make.  And I definitely don’t want that thing closing with
us.”


The planet killer was a
hundred kilometers in diameter, with armor over five kilometers thick.  It had
lasers that could vaporize any ship in her fleet at under a light minute’s
distance, and particle beam generators more powerful than her wormhole
weapons.  Its major weaknesses were its acceleration and its terminal velocity
for entering hyper.  It could only accelerate at twenty gravities, making it a
scow compared to any of her ships.  And it could jump to hyper at a maximum of
point one light, verses the point three of her ships.  It was a devastating offensive
weapon, since, if it was coming into a system and heading toward something that
needed defending, it had to be stopped, which could mean coming into close
range.  As a defensive weapon it was not quite as powerful.  It could be
avoided, and if in orbit around something important, it could be bypassed by
moving launching platforms to different vectors.  If she had been in charge of
the thing, it would have remained hidden near one of the most important assets
of the system, ready to use its lasers wide beam to take out incoming
missiles.  Or possibly catch one of her task groups unawares.


“Shall we launch on it,
ma’am?”


“Not yet.  We have
missiles with warheads in the tubes, and they can destroy those with wide angle
lasers.  Which, if they are using their computer brains, that thing will be
putting out continuously within the next couple of hours, well before our
weapons can reach them.  We’ll wait for those shots.”


“We should be getting
visual on the supermetal planetoid at any minute ma’am.”


They had picked up the
graviton signals of missiles engaging at three of the other five planetoids,
and the fifth and sixth would be registering soon.  They had assumed they were
doing damage to those planetoids, but they really didn’t know.  Now would come
confirmation of at least one strike.


The view, brought in
clear through gravity lens telescope, showed the planetoid with its defensive
ships in orbit.  There were also some orbital defense platforms, lasers and
missile batteries.  The surface was a maze of machinery.  Accelerator tubes,
fusion reactors, millions of square kilometers of cooling systems.  What they
couldn’t tell was if any of that machinery was weaponry, though Beata had to
assume it was there.


Something flared on the
view, one of the incoming missiles engaged and destroyed, followed by more. 
The orbital weapons and ships could take them out quickly, if there weren’t too
many. And there were eight hundred missiles coming in at point nine light, in
an interval of less than a second.  Followed by two more after that.  Almost a
hundred missiles had flared in space before the first hit was generated, one
weapon striking a destroyer class robot warship, converting it to vapor.  Two
more destroyers followed, then the prize, a battleship.  Close detonations took
out groupings of orbital platforms, some more damaged smaller warships.  The
first wave passed with no hits on the planetoid, though the defenses were
degraded.  And they still knew nothing about surface defenses.


The second wave came in
and destroyed more of the orbital assets, ships and platforms.  Now the weapons
on the planet opened up as a greater mass of weapons made it through the outer
defenses.  Lasers, particle beams and close in projectile weapons took out over
two hundred weapons, most of those that made it past the outer defenses. And
the first two hits were generated on that surface.  Bright flashes spread out
over tens of thousands of square kilometers, digging deep into the surface,
gouging large craters.  All machinery in those areas was totally vaporized,
while the thermal wave radiating out destroyed a much larger area, and the
seismic waves toppled structures and ripped connecting infrastructure apart
further out.


The third wave came in,
also losing most of its number while taking out more of the outer defenses,
including a second battleship.  Surface installations again hit them, but
almost forty made it through.  The result was almost total devastation on the
surface, entire supermetal factories, thousands of reactors, millions of square
kilometers of heat exchangers, blotted out of existence.  The thermal wave
rolled around the surface, meeting on the other side, leaving no working
facilities their wake.


“Yes,” said the tactical
officer, pumping a fist in the air.


Bednarczyk was satisfied
with the result.  Assuming the enemy didn’t lose this system at this time, it
would take months to build the machinery for new production plants, and more
months to put them in place and get them running.  On planetoids that might
take even longer to get down to an efficient temperature for making the metals.


Now, if only the other
strikes go so well,
thought the admiral.  There was no reason to think they wouldn’t.  This strike
had been overkill.  The planetoid could have been swept clean with half the
hits they had achieved.


“Admiral Hahn’s force has
jumped into hyper and are starting to work their way around, ma’am.”


Yes, everything was
working out well.  Too well.  And that was worrisome.  And the clock was still
ticking.
















Chapter Eleven


 


Death is nothing, but to live defeated and
inglorious is to die daily. Napoleon Bonaparte


 


“That’s the last one of
them, ma’am,” called out the tactical officer as the view of the final Machine
supermetal planet appeared on the holo, huge flares appearing all over the
surface.


“How are the strikes
against their antimatter satellites going?” asked Bednarczyk, looking back at
the main plot.


“Our missiles are falling
off the plot soon after engaging grabbers at about the point where we would
expect them to generate hits,” said Captain Quan, looking back at her admiral. 
“And that’s all we know for now.”


“Jumping now,” called out
the com to the command bridge.  The nausea hit for a moment as the flagship
jumped into hyper II, followed by all the vessels in its battle group.


“Enemy weapons passing
by,” called out Quan, watching the plot that was now being fed by other
wormhole equipped vessels still in normal space.


It took several minutes
for the Machine weapons to pass, all now trying to decelerate at their maximum
level so they could eventually return and engage other targets.


“Jumping down into normal
space,” came the call from the command bridge, and the nausea hit again as they
translated.


“Open fire on their
largest battle force,” ordered Beata, looking at the plot.  She took a look at
the enemy planet killer, which had moved further out and looked like it might
actually be trying to leave the system.  That would be bad, since its graviton
beam projector would protect it from anything coming its way in hyper.  “Order
Hahn’s force to fire on the planet killer.  And start vectoring fighters in on
it.”


She didn’t know if she
would be able to take it out without more effort than she really wanted to
expend, more risk than she wanted to take.  But she would try to damage it as
much as possible before it got into hyper.


“Send some volleys of our
own at it.  ETA?”


“About fifty-two minutes,
ma’am.”


“Then let’s get to it.”


*     *     *


Thousands of weapons came
flying in at the last Machine planet killer, all traveling at point nine-five
light, all untraceable until the last ten seconds of flight, when they would
normally engage their grabbers.  With a target as large as the planet killer
they didn’t even have to do that, engaging the grabbers at two seconds before
contact.  Or at least that was the plan.  Instead the missiles started
breaching and detonating at thirty light seconds distance, victims of the
wide-angle laser spotlights shining out from the huge Machine.  Ten volleys
from over a hundred wormholes were destroyed in space, leaving the great
Machine untouched.


“Dammit,” yelled Beata
Bednarczyk, watching the plot.  She had hoped that the missiles would get in
before the Machine thought of using the wide-angle beam to short circuit the
attack.  Apparently not.  It had seen the possibility, and had acted on it. 
And now she would have to explain her wastage of missiles to the Emperor.


“Order the
preacceleration tubes to load weapons without warheads.  We’ll see how it
handles those.”


In the past the planet
killers had not handled that tactic very well.  Even as they absorbed
giga-photons of light that left them almost molten by the time they struck,
they had still hit with huge explosions of kinetic energy.  While not
destroying any of the planet killers, they had inflicted severe damage on the
things.  She had to kill it from a distance.  Knowing the firepower of that
particular robot vessel, she was not about to let any of her ships get within
beam range of it.  One of those lasers could vaporize a battleship with one
strike.  In fact, it could still kill a capital ship at a light hour’s
distance, if it could generate a hit.   Which was why all of her ships were
currently moving on random evasive patterns.


An hour later they had
their answer, as magnetic fields projected by the planet killer tore apart the
molten remains of the missiles as they came streaking in, reducing them to
droplets not more than a couple of grams in mass.  Not enough to even penetrate
the surface layer of the huge mobile structure.


“Anyone have any
suggestions?” asked the admiral, trying to think of something herself.


“We could send in
inertialess fighters carrying other fighters, like we did before,” suggested
one of the tactical staff, a young woman who looked to have just graduated from
one of the academies.


“It’s seen that before,
but I can’t think of anything better at the moment,” said the admiral.  They
had brought along a couple of the, what she called, killer darts, that the
Bureau of Weapons had come up with to fight the planet killers.  She still
wasn’t sure she liked them, since launching them required a ship to get in
close to the planet killer, making it an easy target for the huge lasers of the
enemy vessel.  And what was to say they wouldn’t turn the dart into a piece of
molten metal to be ripped apart by the fields that had destroyed the missiles.


It took several hours to
prepare that attack, gathering the inertialess fighters, mating two together,
one manned, one unmanned.  Then accelerating them up to the attack.  Meanwhile,
engineers were looking over the darts, huge projectiles like spear points made
to crash through the five kilometer thick armored skins of a planet killer. 
They didn’t carry a warhead, since the laser energy put out by their target
could cause those to breach as well.


“Inertialess fighters are
beginning their run,” called out one of the tactical staff.


They couldn’t see those
fighters on the plot, but it had become easy to communicate with them through
their Klassekian com techs.  And they had a fair approximation of their
position due to the inertia navigation system aboard each ship.  Even more
important, they could transmit changes in speed and vector of the target to the
fighters, making an attack go from iffy to a sure thing.  The fighters they carried
with them were meant to be the weapons used to strike the planet killer.  There
were plans afoot, of which only Beata among those present had been apprised, to
develop purpose made weapons that would be, hopefully, more accurate, and not a
waste of a perfectly good fighter craft.


Beata watched as the
fighters approached, or at least their best approximation of the fighters. 
They were not truly undetectable, unlike wormhole launched missiles.  There was
a resonance they transmitted through hyperspace while in their negative matter
bubble.  Material objects couldn’t travel in hyper within the gravity well of a
system, but gravitons could, which was why ships and missiles under boost could
be detected almost instantaneously within and without a gravity well.  And so
the inertialess fighters could be picked up.  With them it wasn’t an exact
process, but if given good enough sensors, general direction and heading could
be determined.  The planet killer had enormous sensor arrays, just like
everything else it carried, and it could tell that the enemy was getting
close.  In its memory was the knowledge that this attacker could carry a weapon
that could hurt it badly.


“We’re picking up a
concentrated burst of gravitons, ma’am,” called out one of the sensor techs in
almost a panic.  “Coming from that thing.”


“What the hell?”


Suddenly a dozen of the
inertialess fighters found themselves with collapsing negative matter screens. 
The negative matter negated an equal amount of the mass of the ships, which
didn’t amount to much.  But it also threw them from the inertia negating field
while they were still well above their entry speed.  The inertial rebound tore
them apart, and each ship pair converted into the same amount of energy they
would have produced had an equal amount of matter and antimatter come
together.  It was the same kind of blast the unmanned ships they carried would
have produced, only they killed crews and were nowhere near within effective
range of their target.  The blasts of some of the ships caught others, blowing
through their bubbles and vaporizing the craft.  As the vapor came out of the
field it too went up in a stupendous blast.  All this the admiral saw on the
plot, as objects appeared and then disappeared, then visual came back from
vessels closer to the action.


“Goddammit.  What the
hell’s happening?”


“They’re using their
graviton beams to disrupt the inertial fields of our fighters, ma’am,” answered
the chief of the tactical analysis section.


I know that, you idiot, thought the admiral,
shooting a glare at the commander.  And she knew what their graviton beams
were, projections of gravity particles that could warp space just like a normal
source like a planet or star.  She had only heard of them being used in hyper
as any kind of potential weapon by the Machine planet killers, and sometimes
their larger capital ships at very close range.  They could drop a ship out of
hyper, with disastrous results, most times destroying the vessel.  But gravity
was actually a very feeble force, very weak at the hyper barrier, light hours
out from any star.  Even the enormous projectors on a planet killer were feeble
instruments, incapable of doing much of anything to a ship in normal space. 
We’ll, now they had found another use for them.


“What else can we do?”
she said out loud before she could stop herself.  She wasn’t quite ready for
the input of others so soon after losing all those crews.


The admiral looked at the
plot.  The fight against the planet killer was not the only battle going on in
the system.  Most of her capital ships were engaged with the Machine fleet,
sending streams of wormhole launched missiles into the enemy, then jumping into
hyper before the enemy could target them as well.  They were mostly successful,
and they had taken out hundreds of vessels already.  She had lost some ships,
not enough to concern her, though again she hated the thought of those people
that had been killed, even in a one-sided victory.


“We could just let it get
out to the barrier and attack it in drop down launches in hyper,” said one of
the tactical officers.


“And then they’ll just
drop all of our weapons out of hyper with that graviton beam,” said another. 
“And maybe the launching ships.”


Beata had to agree with
that assessment.  Any missiles they fired in a drop down attack, jumping them
from VII to VI, could only be traveling at point three light when they
translated.  That limit was based on how far ahead the hyperdrive of the
missile could open the portal that they would have to fall through.  They could
fire wormhole launched missiles if they were in the same dimension as the
target, which still left the firing vessels open to being catastrophically
translated.  And the missiles could be dropped as well, and in hyper they would
be tracked, whether they had engaged their grabbers or not.


Suddenly the sensor
resounded with a heavy bass note, a graviton pulse going out with massive
strength.


“What the hell was that?”


“They’re sending a
message ma’am.  We’ve had some experience with that before.  That pulse will
resound through hyper VIII, and will reach a hundred light years in one hundred
and ninety-seven seconds.”


Their version of our
instantaneous com,
thought Beata.  Not quite as fast, not near as efficient, but it gave the
Machines some catch up with the Empire.


“Are they warning their
partners in other systems?” asked the admiral.  “Or are they alerting something
that was already set up?”


Of course there was no
answer to her question, and they wouldn’t know until something happened.  “Send
orders to all the outlying units to stay on the alert.”  They should already
have been on alert, and she wasn’t sure what her orders would accomplish, but
she felt she had to do something.  A moment’s more thought and she made the
decision about the planet killer.


“I want to try and kill
this thing before it gets into hyper.  Brainstorm all you need to for the next
thirty minutes.  We already have the weapons we need to kill it.  What we need
to figure out is how to deliver them to the target.  Now get to it.”


*     *     *


“We’re receiving a
request from the human admiral,” said the new com tech, looking back at Fleet
Leader Soranka Goran, sitting in the command chair on his flag bridge.


Goran nodded to the tech,
glad to have her, even if she was a female.  She had abilities none of his
males had, and he was realistic enough to appreciate her, while wondering if
the humans had assigned a female on purpose to try and break down some of the
Gorgansha conventions.  The supreme dictator might not like that, but the fleet
leader really couldn’t care.  He had been raised a traditional Gorgansha male,
and still didn’t like some of those traditions.


“What is she requesting?”
he asked the Klassekian tech after a short laugh.  Of course she was giving an
order, and his fleet was assigned to her for her use, within limits.  But the
humans were being very diplomatic with he and his people, though he knew they
looked askance of his culture.


His fleet had been
equipped with a single wormhole, though they had asked for more.  It was mostly
for com, but they had received training in using it as a weapon as well.    But
it wasn’t enough for the entire force to coordinate with the humans, and that
had been pointed out to them.  So they had gotten an even dozen Klassekians,
all female.  They were still to be considered Imperial personnel, not subject
to Gorgansha discipline.  To enforce that point each tech came with a squad of
Imperial Marines, ostensibly to protect them from the Machines, though the
fleet leader was sure it was as much for their security from the people they
were being lent to.


“The admiral requests
that we approach the system on this heading and come out of hyper one light
hour from the barrier, if we don’t run into anything on the way.”


“Tell the admiral that I
will be happy to follow her request.  Anything we need to look out for?”


The Klassekian was silent
for a moment, communing with her sibling.  The fleet leader couldn’t help
himself from staring at her.  To have such an ability, to be able to see
through the eyes and hear through the ears of another being, at distances that
boggled the imagination.


“The admiral says that a
moderate sized Machine force, about a hundred ships, is maneuvering toward that
point.  She’s not sure if they’re trying to escape, but she thinks it would be
a bad idea if they did.  And she adds that you are free to fire on them even if
they aren’t heading toward you.”


“That is nice of her. 
Give her my compliments and tell her we are happy to fulfill her request.”


Some of his bridge crew
still looked at him with disbelief that he would act in such a manner with a
female.  The fleet leader thought he understood their thinking, since he wasn’t
sure how he would have acted with her before this assignment.  He had gotten
along well enough with Admiral Khrushchev, who was really more of a diplomat
than a warrior.  But he had to admit that Admiral Bednarczyk was probably the
most brilliant tactician he had ever had the pleasure of meeting.  She made
everyone in his fleet look like a tyro.


This was the big one.  He
wished he had a bigger fleet, like what he would have next year.  But they
needed to crush this system, and the three after them, now, before the
artificial life forms were able to build more vessels, including more of the
hyper VII ships.  So here he was, contributing to the battle.  Hopefully in the
future he would be able to win some battles on his own, but he would still wish
to have communications with the human, human female, admiral.


“Send the orders out to
the other ships,” he told the com tech and his other communications people. 
“We will all engage in one minute.”


That should give them
time to get the orders distributed and the courses plotted.  It was important
that they look good to their human benefactors, and he was determined to look
sharp and crisp before them.


*     *     *


“We’re picking up a new
force moving in, ma’am.  Through hyper VII.”


“Machine vessels?” asked
Beata, not liking the idea of enemy vessels able to get into the higher
dimension.  And definitely not that many of them.


Her fleet was only thirty
percent hyper VII capable.  The rest were very powerful warships with all of
the advanced Imperial technology aboard, but hyper VI was their limit. 
Fortunately, the Machine fleet was even less VII capable.  When first met, VI
was as high as they could go.  Now they had the secret of VII, and she had
expected to encounter some of their ships in the higher dimension, which she
had, in limited numbers.  But she had counted on them not having the resources
to convert this much of their fleet.


“Yes, ma’am.  Their
resonances are different, but there are enough undertones to make a match.  I
make two hundred and seventy-three vessels, one hundred twenty-six of them
capital ships.”


“What’s our closest hyper
VII force?”


“Commodore Haskins’ task
group can intercept before they get to the system, ma’am.”


She looked up that force
through her implant, hissing as she saw the disparity of force.  Haskins had
one battleship, four battle cruisers, seven light cruisers and twelve
destroyers.  With great handling she could hurt them and get away with minimal
losses.  That was not what she wanted.  What she wanted was to destroy that
entire force and get away without a loss.  That was not likely to happen, but
she was committed to getting away with as few deaths as possible.  Not just
because of humanitarian concerns, though those were important.  She didn’t have
as large a force as she would have liked, and the one thing she could do to
preserve it was to not feed ships into situations where they might get wiped
out.


“Order Haskins to make
distant contact with that force, but do not let them into close range.  I want
Commodore Yamotoru to rendezvous with Haskins’ force as soon as possible.  That
should give them enough firepower to take out the Machine force.”  They would
have ten wormholes, which would be able to launch while they were in VII, far
enough out on a vector that would not allow the Machines to take advantage of
their own velocity.


“Yes, ma’am.”


The battle was becoming
very complicated.  It had started with them coming into the system and trying
to acquire targets.  Now they had found most of them, they thought, but the
battle had branched out to cover the entire system.  Without the instantaneous
com assets she would have lost control of the fight.  Without the wormhole
weapons they would have been reduced to close in fights.


“We think we’ve come up
with a way to attack the planet killer, ma’am.”


“Well, thank God.”  The
planet killer was still lumbering out of the system, looking like it was going
to hit the barrier in twelve hours and translate out.  Once there, its graviton
beam weapon would become devastating to everything around it in hyper.  “Show
me what you’ve got.”


*      *      *


The planet killer
continued out, boosting at its maximum of twenty gravities.  At its present
acceleration it would hit the barrier at just under point one light, its
maximum translation velocity, in a little over twelve hours.  So far, nothing
the humans had sent at it had caused it any problems.  The strategy of wide
angle lasers against missiles was tried and true, and there had been no doubt
they would work against weapons with antimatter warheads.  The use of the
magnetic fields to tear apart the weapons that were only capable of kinetic
strike damage had been theoretically practical, but still an unknown.  It had
worked, and now the Machines had a strategy for use against those missiles, at
least if they were coming at something as powerful as the planet killer.  And
the way the graviton beams had worked against the inertialess ships would also
have been most gratifying if it had been capable of being gratified.  It still
wasn’t sure if the graviton projectors aboard its capital ships would be
powerful enough, but now it would be worth trying.


As it was heading out it
was blasting away at everything its lasers could reach, throwing out missiles,
doing everything it could to change the balance of the fight in its sector of
the system.  Mostly it was getting misses, some very near.  There had been some
hits, and several capital ships had taken serious damage, while one destroyer
had gone up in a flare of antimatter, spreading two hundred thousand tons of
plasma into the near space.


The rest of the Machine
force was starting to react to its success.  Groups of ships were vectoring in,
to take up station around it at a distance where they didn’t obscure its
defensive weaponry, and still took advantage of its offensive capabilities.  The
situation changed, the central brain decided on another strategy, and the
orders that came in by grav pulse told the huge vessel to stop boosting for an
escape, and to decelerate to a stop just before it reached the barrier.  Then
it would help to sweep the system of the presence of organic controlled ships.


*     *     *


“It’s starting to
decelerate, ma’am,” called out one of the staff officers, manning a sensor
repeater terminal that was displaying the aggregate reading from the entire
fleet.


“Why in the hell would it
be doing that?” asked Beata, looking at the plot to see the action for
herself.  Really, all the information presented there was that same as what the
crew people were seeing, but once her eyes had seen the plot she could believe
it.  It was slowing down, decelerating at its maximum rate, and the line
projecting from it showed the stop would occur well before it got to the
barrier.  And other lines were heading for it.  Machine task groups that
obviously intended to join up with it, if she let them.


“I want every ship that
can to launch on those task groups,” she shouted to the bridge.  “Starting with
the ones that will get there first.  I want them taken out before they can join
up.”


Acknowledgments came
back, and officers and crews began to work the numbers and send out the
orders.  The admiral wasn’t sure what the Machines would accomplish by joining
those forces.  She still thought she was going to destroy the Machine presence
in this system.  But that damned planet killer could prove her wrong.


“This might work out in
our favor, ma’am,” said her chief of staff, walking up to stand beside her
where he could talk quietly to his commander.


“How so?”


“We’re falling behind our
timetable to deploy the weapons against the Machines.  In fact, we’re
estimating it wouldn’t have been ready until they were well out of the system
in hyperdrive.  Now we have additional hours.  If they start back into the
system we will get the weapon ready.”


“But if they don’t start
boosting back out, how do we catch them?” asked the admiral, running the
situation through her mind.  If they were trying to run the darts into
something running away, not only would they risk not being able to catch it,
but they would lose much of the kinetic energy needed to penetrate its armor.


“That is a problem,
ma’am.  But something may develop, and when it does, we will be ready.”


*     *     *


“Jumping to normal space
in three minutes, sir,” called out the navigator.


The fleet leader gave an
eye blink of acknowledgment, then realized that the male was not in his line of
sight.  “Very well.  Are all weapons ready?”


“All weapons powered up,
loaded, and ready to go, my Lord,” called out the weapons officer and com
officer simultaneously.  The Klassekian took a moment to contact the others of
her kind to get the report from the other task groups that were outside of easy
com range.  “Yes, sir.  All groups report readiness.”


“As soon as we enter
normal space I want targets acquired and fired on.  But make damned sure
they’re not Imperial ships.”


His military had its
share of friendly fire incidents through its history, and he understood the
humans had as well.  It was much more difficult in space, where targets were
most often distant, and vessels had electronic suites that identified them to
foes.  But it was still possible, and the last thing he wanted was for the
humans to think badly of his people’s military prowess.  The Universe knew they
had enough to hold against his people for their political system and the way
they treated their subservient races.  He had never thought about their
system.  It was what he was raised in, what he had always known.  But the
humans were not like that, and were a military power that made his own look
like small fry.


“We’re plotting the
movements of artificial life form ships in the outer system, my Lord.  Being
added to the plot.”


The fleet leader looked
over at the central holo tank, the new human model that had been installed and
was capable of displaying a much higher density of data than what they had
carried previously.  It didn’t look like very large groups, the largest a
couple of dozen ships.  But there were a score of the groups, and they were on
vectors to join up.  Fortunately, they hadn’t done so yet.


“Jumping into normal
space, now.”


The lights dimmed for a
moment, though all the major subsystems stayed powered up, unlike before, and
the translation nausea hit.  And then the stars of normal space were all around
them.  Ahead was a very bright star, the primary of the system.  Immediately
the holo plot filled in with more information, including visuals that were fed
into the central computer and rendered as dots on the holo.


“Firing,” yelled out the
tactical officer of the ship over the com.  The ship vibrated slightly as it
released eighteen missiles, all of the forward and side tubes that could bear. 
“Adjusting orientation.”  The nose of the ship moved over, pointing at the
closest enemy group.  “Releasing distant launched missiles.”  The ship shook
just bit more, for less than a second, and the only wormhole launcher in his
force let off thirty weapons traveling at point nine-five light, untraceable
until they reached engagement range.


“We have incoming
missiles from the closest artificial life form groups,” called out the fleet
tactical officer.  “ETA, thirteen minutes.  Velocity on contact, point zero
seven light.”


The fleet leader gave an
eye blink of negation.  That was standing still in modern warfare.  Even their
old ships wouldn’t have any problem knocking out those missiles, as large as
they were.  The newly reconfigured warships would destroy them without effort.


“We’re picking up
launches from ships from ten light seconds out to a half light hour, my Lord,”
said the fleet tactical officer.


“Nothing closer?”


“No, my Lord.  I…  wait. 
The fleet is being hit with lasers and particle beams from close range.  Two of
our ships just went offline.  We’re picking up boosts at seven light seconds
distance.  Forty point sources.”


The knife fight was on. 
The Machines had left a force near the barrier sitting silent and powered
down.  Now they were firing beam weapons into his fleet.  All of his ships had
full cold plasma screens up, all were armored.  On the whole the damage was
minimal, except in the few cases where they had ganged up on a few of his
ships.  And now every one of his vessels was firing all of the laser rings and
particle beams they carried.  The laser rings of the humans proved their worth,
since every ship could fire at any target in any orientation to them, or
concentrate every weapon on a single target.  A few of his ships dropped off
the plot, many more of the artificial life form ships, and the disparity of
losses grew by the moment.  Then the first of the wormhole launched missiles
hit a further group, and many of those ships fell off the plot as well.


“The admiral is asking
for a status report, sir,” said the Klassekian com tech.


“Send her the tactical
information, and add that we have met the enemy and are killing them most
efficiently.” 


 
















Chapter Twelve


 


 


Art is the tree of life. Science is the tree of
death. William Blake


 


One of the major
weaknesses of the Machines was their constant digestion and analysis of the
continuing stream of data coming in through their sensors.  At first this would
seem like an advantage.  Unfortunately, it led to a lack of decisiveness. 
Decisions were made, actions were taken, then, as more data flowed in, new
decisions were made, the old actions stopped and new actions initiated. 
Organic units also used decisions trees, but were more likely to continue with
an action despite new data, unless it was information that was overwhelmingly
negative to the plan.  So the Machines would often move around the battlefield
in actions that defied logic and seemed to accomplish nothing.


The planet killer had
been heading out to the hyper barrier, where it could jump into hyper I and be
more or less invulnerable to the human ships.  The plan was then to cruise
around the outside of the system, disrupting human maneuvers, dropping any it
could within range out of hyper, probably destroying them.  Then the situation
had changed, and the decision with it.  Now it was trying to gather all the
other ships it could and form a battle group.  With proper maneuvering it
calculated that it could defend the other ships with its mega-lasers while they
fought it out with the enemy ships.


But it was carrying a lot
of momentum outward already, and would take several hours just to come to a
stop, by which time it would be within light minutes of the barrier.  The
planet killer had been fully fueled with antimatter at the start of the fight. 
It still had most of its load, but the central processor was now trying to figure
out how it could top off.  Maybe by taking the fuel from the other ships that
were vectoring to it.  It sent out a query to those ships and received negative
responses from all of them.  They all thought their maintaining combat
capability was just as important as that of the planet killer.


The planet killer
actually considered killing some of the smaller vessels as an abject lesson
that it was more important.  As soon as that thought entered its system it
discarded it as going against its programming.  That out of the way, it next
analyzed the composition of its force and their arrival times, calculated a
plan, then sent out orders that would be obeyed.


*     *     *


“They’re still
decelerating, ma’am.  Estimating that they will come to a stop in a little over
an hour, just inside the barrier.”


“And then they’ll head
back into the system,” growled Beata, slamming a hand on her chair arm.  The
attack they were planning on it required that it have some momentum heading out
toward their weapon.  If they had to chase it back into the system, they
wouldn’t get to it.  “How long till the weapons are ready?”


“Three hours, ma’am.  And
it will take at least another three hours to get it into position.”


“Six hours,” groaned
Beata.  “Dammit.”  She looked over at the tactical staff, sitting at their
stations, monitoring the battle.


“I need a plan to get
that thing to head back out of the system.  We need it heading out doing at
least point one five light.”


“We’ll have to offer it
some bait it can’t resist,” said the tactical chief.  “We would have to put the
bulk of our fleet within range of its guns to guarantee the movement we want.


“Then figure it out and
give me a plan.  When you get it to me, I’ll give the orders.”


The rest of the battle was
going well.  They had decimated the antimatter production satellites around the
primary.  The orbital facilities around the once habitable inner rocky world
were gone.  All six of the supermetal production bodies were gone, their
surfaces ravaged by dozens of kinetic strikes each.  If she withdrew from the
battle right now it would still be a great victory.  As an industrial
enterprise this system was done, for the time being.  But the Machines could
rebuild what she had destroyed.  There were plenty of cold moons that could be
used to rebuild the supermetal facilities.  They could build more antimatter
sats, more orbital factories and shipyards.  So no, she wanted this nest of
murder machines destroyed, utterly.  She wanted every large mechanism blasted to
hell, then they would work on making sure there were not even nanites around. 
And the only way she could achieve that was to destroy the big bastard that was
the largest obstacle. 


*     *     *


After reversing boost for
over three hours, the planet killer had started boosting out again, unable to
resist the bait she had offered.  The bulk of her fleet, over a hundred
battleships, almost as many battle cruisers, and five hundred smaller vessels,
all boosting in erratic patterns, firing weapons when they could, and trying to
stay out of the range of the planet killer’s lasers.  That last part was very
difficult, since the planet killer’s light amp weapons were extremely powerful,
meaning they had extreme range.  On narrow spread, only ninety meters or so width
at their point of strike, they could still burn through a capital ship at over
a light hour’s distance.  But at long range they couldn’t really target a
moving ship, but would sweep the beam along and take a chance that it would
hit.  Otherwise, it was using its lasers on wide beam to destroy incoming
missiles.  It wasn’t launching its own weapons, because they would end up
absorbing massive heat on the way out from the planet killer’s own weapons. 
Those thousands of heavy weapons were being conserved, saved for the proper
moment.  The ships of its fleet were maneuvering behind it, using the cover of
its weapons to protect them from enemy missiles, while they fired periodically,
now launching a new weapon, a smaller missile that had different capabilities
than their usual weapons.  These were just under a thousand tons, and could
accelerate at about two thirds of the maximum of a human weapon.  Still harder
to kill than a two hundred ton capital ship missile, and with almost five times
the kinetic strike energy at point nine-five light.


Beata had over eighty
wormhole ships deployed at distance around the planet killer.  Forty were
sending missiles streams into the planet killer from the front, where they were
being destroyed before they could get to the target.  It seemed a waste, but it
was necessary, since they needed to keep the attention of the huge machine. 
The others were firing at angles that brought their missiles into the other
ships of its fleet.  Or at least they tried to.  They were maneuvering to allow
the planet killer to sweep that space with wide angle lasers as well.  And it
was also pulsing out graviton beams periodically, sweeping them across the most
likely approach patterns of inertialess fighters.


All of her ships were
also broadcasting in every band at maximum power.  Light, radio waves, gamma
and xrays.  Even gravitons.  Every ship that had any extra boost was simply
putting out masses of graviton noise, hitting the sensors of the Machine
vessels with every erg of power they could muster.  It was jamming on an
unprecedented scale, fogging every sensor on every nearby Machine ship.  It was
having an effect on the human ships as well, but they knew the algorithms of
the broadcasts, and could compensate, somewhat.  For the most part, the
Machines knew the humans were there, but couldn’t get firm fixes on them.


The admiral continued to
stare at the visual of the thing.  Its power radiation was unbelievable.  She
was having to pull some of her ships back periodically when they began to overheat,
bringing others in to take their place.  She glanced back at the plot in time
to see a wormhole equipped battleship disappear, destroyed by the planet
killer, most probably by one of its mega-lasers.  She had lost over a score of
ships in the last half an hour.  If the fight lasted through a day she might
not have a fleet left to maneuver.


A Machine ship fell off
the plot, intersecting a stream of wormhole launched missiles.  That was one of
the few she had been able to get at.  There was still fighting going on in the
rest of the system, and there her forces were doing much better.  The Machines
had very few working ships outside of this main force, and all of their
industrial assets were destroyed.  The Gorgansha were doing well in the
secondary task she had given them, their initiation in working with the human
forces.  She didn’t want them tackling the planet killer.  That might kill
their confidence, along with most of their ships.  She had had to turn down the
request of their fleet leader a half dozen times already, while ordering them
to attack some already weakened Machine assets.


“Bogota is reporting severe
damage from a trio of missile detonations,” said a voice from one of the
tactical stations behind her.  “The captain thinks he can save the ship, but
he’s forced to leave the line of battle at full boost.”


Beata listened with
interest.  That concern would be handled by other officers.  She needed to pay
attention to the overall fight, much as she cared about all of her ships and
crews.


“Objects are on approach,
ma’am,” called out the chief of her tactical staff.


Beata didn’t have to ask
him what objects.  They had taken long enough to get ready, but now they were a
half an hour from contact.  She looked back at the planet killer to see what it
was going to do, and almost yelled in delight as she saw that it was still
boosting outward, up to point one one light and gaining velocity at its maximum
of twenty gravities.


The admiral looked at a
side screen that showed one of the two objects, free floating asteroids outside
the main belt.  Both were twenty kilometers in diameter, solid nickel iron. 
With a dozen battleships or battle cruisers mated to each, pushing for all they
were worth.  A mesh-work of superconductor wires was arrayed over the surfaces
of both asteroids, leading into industrial magnetic projection units that were
part of her repair and replacement train.  The ships were able to push their
engines to overdrive, since they could at most move their charges at ten
gravities.  They were wrecking balls, meant to run into the machine and crush
it.  Or at least to look like that was what they were supposed to do.


“The planet killer seems
to have taken them seriously, ma’am.  Laser impacts on the surfaces of both
objects.”


That was fine with Beata,
if the numbers the engineers had run were correct.  A beam that could eat a
hole through the ten meter thick skin of a battleship in an instant would still
have a time penetrating twenty kilometers of nickel/iron.  It would still try,
but the superconducting cables were transferring heat around the rocks as fast
as they could.  Massive cooling vanes on the other side radiated much of that
heat out into space, enough to keep the rocks together for a long enough time,
or so it was hoped.  Following behind on an exact timetable were other ships,
the real weapons.


I must be fucking crazy, thought the admiral,
looking at the schematic on the side plot.  Everything had to work to the split
second, or this was all for nothing.  And the odds of making it work were less
than ten percent.  Since it was the best her people could come up with given
the resources they had, she had to try it.


“The planet killer is
firing missiles at one of the rocks, ma’am.”


And that was not
unexpected either.  When it saw that its lasers weren’t doing the job it was
sure to try missiles.  But the missiles were actually less effective against
the massive pieces of nickel/iron, and while the missiles were on the way, it
couldn’t keep firing its lasers.  The impacts would negate some of the push,
but the ships still had some reserves to push back with.


*     *     *


Of course the planet
killer knew there were things on the other side of those rocks.  The ships were
putting out masses of gravitons.  What it really couldn’t tell was how many and
how large, since they weren’t giving off the normal signatures of human
warships while they pushed above maximum.  And it couldn’t get to them.  The
planet killer ordered some of its escort fleet to boost out and try to set up
firing solutions that would target the enemy ships behind the rock.  As soon as
they received the orders they started boosting with the fatalism of AIs. 
Before they could achieve their goals they were being hit by streams of
wormhole launched missiles, fired before they made their first move in
anticipation of it.  Many were taken out, others damaged, and none reached the
positions the planet killer had expected them to reach.


All it could do now was
continue to fire at the approaching rocks, try to blast through them or destroy
them.  So it pumped as much energy as it could into the rocks, at times having
to shift fire to take on the continuous streams of missiles that were coming in
between the asteroids.  There were a lot of ships back there, not always under
cover, firing missiles that could erode their way through its armored hull. 
Every once in a while it got in a shot that took out a human ship, enough to
keep it trying to take out more, but not enough to hurt their attack force.  If
it had been capable of frustration it would have been reaching the peaks of
that emotion.  As it was, all it could do was keep firing.  It calculated that
if the rocks struck its face at their predicted closing velocity it would
sustain major damage to the face, but the structure would survive.  Still, that
was not a desired outcome, so it started vectoring to the side to get out of
their way.


It would take it seven
minutes to remove its hundred kilometer wide bulk from the paths of both of the
incoming objects.  The wouldn’t reach it for seventeen minutes, so it seemed
like a good decision.  Except that the ships that were pushing it were attached
sideways to the rocks, giving them maximum contact.  Ships could boost at full
acceleration in any orientation.  As soon as the planet killer started changing
its vector they did too.  They could still boost at a much higher rate than the
planet killer, even pushing the great mass of the rocks.  It changed its vector
once again and seconds later the rocks followed suit.  The planet killer sent
more of its escorts out to try and attack the boosting ships, with the same
result.  They were taken under fire by the human ships as soon as they showed
any aspect of themselves to the enemy vessels, with similar results to the
first incident.


The planet killer
continued to do all it could, firing everything it had at the rocks.  The faces
and several kilometers of the interior of them were now molten, and metal vapor
was rising from the surfaces.  The vapor actually attenuated some of the laser
fire.  Missiles continued to splash into the molten mess, throwing out megatons
of hot metals that formed a barrier for the next wave of missiles.  The planet
killer finally estimated that it could turn the nickel/iron rocks into molten
slag if given another half an hour, time it didn’t have.  Or it could reduce
its boost, starting to decelerate, and taking a bit of the kinetic energy off
of the coming collisions.  That calculated, it started the motion, bleeding off
one hundred and ninety-eight meters per second of its forward motion.  It would
still take many hours to stop and reverse course, and it would never be able to
stay ahead of the projectiles.  But it didn’t know what else to do, so it did
what it could.  It still calculated that it would survive the impacts of both
rocks.  The five kilometers of armor would hold them out, though it still might
lose two or three kilometers of that protection over its internal structure. 
It would lose most of its laser capacity on those spots, but it would still have
intact light amp facilities on over three quarters of its surface.  And the
graviton projectors, being well under the armor, would still be totally
functional, and provide protection from the inertialess vehicles of the
humans.  It calculated that it could survive this attack, and would be able to
repair its systems while continuing to fight.


*     *     *


“It’s going to be tight,
ma’am,” said the chief of the tactical staff, staring at the plot that showed
all the elements of the attack.  Some of those elements were still invisible to
the planet killer, or at least it was so hoped.  Jamming could accomplish
miracles, but it was not surefire, and there could be gaps in the coverage that
sensors could look through.  A human sensor operator, like the crewmen who
listened in on graviton emissions, could often use their intuition, the gut
feeling, to see through deception measures.  It was hoped that the Machines
didn’t have intuition, and that their superior pattern analysis wouldn’t make
up for it.


“As long as they get
there after the rocks hit,” said Beata, looking at the side view that showed
the four Darts going in, each between a pair of battle cruisers.  They
were up to point two light, carrying an enormous amount of kinetic energy.  Of
course, if they had been going faster, they would be carrying more energy, but
this was the best they could do in this situation in the time they had.  It
should still be enough, thought the admiral.  It had better be enough.


Each of the Darts was
a two kilometer long, half a kilometer wide mass of hardened alloy, reinforced
with a half million tons of carbon fibers.  They each massed almost eighteen
million tons, and were covered with a reflective material meant to give them
some protection against lasers.  Hopefully enough.  The tip of each Dart was
actually made of superiron, the least valuable of the supermetals as far as
useful properties were concerned.  But it was still a very tough metal, a high
temperature superconductor, and harder than the hardest standard element
alloy.  There were a couple of hundred thousand tons of crystal matrix
batteries in the stern on the device, enough to power the grabber units on the
rear spike for up to a half an hour at several hundred gravities, or much higher
for a comparatively lesser time.  A rudimentary computer ran the device, enough
to stay on target and little else.  The things were expensive, but much less
than a capital ship, and they didn’t carry a valuable crew that would be killed
in the attack.


“Ships will be separating
in thirty seconds,” called out one of the tactical staff that was monitoring
the Darts.  A countdown started over the plot, the numbers moving
downward, until the hit zero.  “All ships separating.”


The plot showed the four Darts
still moving forward, their own grabbers now taking hold and adding more
velocity each second, the sixteen battle cruisers that had been boosting them
now decelerating for all they were worth.  The crews of those ships were all in
the deceleration tubes that allowed the vessels to boost at thirty times past
the maximum of their inertial compensators to protect them.  They wanted to be
as far away from the action as possible.  All hell was about to break loose,
and nobody wanted to be that close.


“Fifteen seconds till the
rocks hit.”


The ships boosting the
rocks had also separated, and were now boosting in much the same manner as the Dart
boost ships, trying to get away, though much of their vector was to the side,
since there was no way they wouldn’t hit if they were still on a straight-line
in.  The admiral held her breath as she watched her ships try to escape from
becoming casualties, as the weapons they had shepherded in were ready to
strike.


*     *     *


The planet killer
obtained firing solutions on several of the enemy ships just before the rocks
hit.  A battleship and several cruisers went up as mega-lasers struck them,
transferring enough heat in to vaporize the cruisers and heavily damage the
battleship.  The result was the same as antimatter breached on all the ships. 
And then it was too late to fire as the twenty kilometer wide rocks slammed
into its hull.  Kilometers of armor and hull vaporized, or was plowed to the
side, while all the surface installations on a quarter of the hull were destroyed
or crippled.  The planet killer lost a tenth of its momentum in an instant,
causing more damage to interior systems.  But, as it had calculated, it
survived, and it would be able to fight again.


It started to turn in
space, trying to bring still intact hull around so it could target the enemy. 
That was when its escorting vessels started to send in signals of what they
were detecting.  Other objects were coming in, much less massive than the
rocks, and traveling at levels of magnitude higher velocities.  The real attack
was coming in, and it couldn’t do anything about it.  The escort ships fired
all of their light amp weapons at the objects, imparting considerable heat, but
not at the levels the mega-lasers would have.  And the objects fell in, to hit
on four closely spaced points on the huge Machine.


The four eighteen million
ton objects hit within microseconds of each other, as close as simultaneous as
to make no difference.  Each carried pentatons of kinetic energy that pushed
them into their target, driving through the five kilometers of armored hull in
an instant.  Bright flashes marked the points of impact as terrific heat poured
from the vaporizing matter of weapons and target.  For kilometers on each side
of the strikes machinery was destroyed, power conduits wrecked, what few
surface installations still existed obliterated.  The now completely molten
mass blasted down into the interior of the planet killer ten additional
kilometers past the hull.


The reactors and their
antimatter stores were deeper still, within the twenty kilometer globe of the
center.  But missile magazines were cracked open, antimatter warheads breached,
and blasts of superhot plasma came flying from the holes in the hull, diverted
pressure blowing new gaps in the armor.  The blasts acted like the thrust of
fusion engines, and the planet killer staggered on a random vector.  Damage
alerts went off all through the great Machine as robot repair assets were
mobilized to fix what they could.  But most of this damage was not something that
could be fixed in days or weeks.  Much of it couldn’t be fixed without going
back into its huge dock, to have massive repairs performed on the hull and
structural elements.


*     *     *


“They’ve all hit, ma’am,”
called out the tactical chief.  “I’ll try to do a quick damage assessment so we
know what we’re facing.”


“The hell with that,”
shouted Beata, pointing at the image of the great Machine on one of the
viewers.  It was obviously badly damaged.  Maybe not mortally wounded, but
definitely critically.  “Order everything we have within range to attack.  Hit
them with everything we have.”


“We might lose more
ships, ma’am.  I recommend seeing what we’re dealing with first.”


“And I’m ordering you to
hit them with everything we have, Captain.  Send that message out, or get off
of my bridge.”


“Yes, ma’am,” replied the
shocked officer, moving quickly to get the orders out to the other ships in the
fleet, while she motioned for the members of her staff to start seeking and
assigning targets on the planet killer.


“We’ve got it where we
want it,” said the admiral, ignoring the people working around her as she
focused on the Machine.  It was wounded.  Still dangerous, but open to more
damage, if they could get it in.  She turned back to her tactical chief. 
“Concentrate all attacks on their damaged quadrant.  I want us to blast our way
down to the core and destroy it.  And try to keep everything away from their
intact sections.”


The fleet moved, boosting
in under full power, avoiding the parts of the machine that could still fire. 
It tried to turn those sections to engage, but the damage had cut its maximum
boost in half, and it was a lumbering wreck while the human ships were swift
beasts of prey.  The Machine escorts tried to get in the way, and died for
their efforts.  The fifty-one wormholes in close proximity started sending out
their streams of missiles, over fifteen hundred of them coming in every thirty
seconds, another wave following at that interval.  Every ship with standard
missile tubes fired everything they had, while lasers and particle beams lanced
out at a target they could not miss.


Massive explosions
erupted over that surface, multiple strikes burning through the armor and
hull.  Entire streams of missiles went into the hole made by the Darts,
driving in and deepening the penetrations.  The planet killer turned, trying to
strike back, and in most cases failing.  Here and there a ship came into the
firing arc of an intact mega-laser and paid the price.  A heavy cruiser
converted to plasma as a laser turned its bulk into spreading vapor, blown out
again by breaching antimatter.  A couple of destroyers followed suit, then a
battleship.


Bednarczyk cringed each
time one of her ships fell off the plot, knowing that it had died.  In some
cases she saw the actual kill, which left no doubt that there would be no
survivors.  Her ship was not out of danger, she shared the risk, since she
needed every vessel she had to kill this thing while she could.


Another huge secondary
explosion erupted from one of the large holes, the sign that something vital
had been hit.  More hits, more damage than a hundred battleships could absorb,
and the planet killer was still in the fight.


“We’re getting near the
end of the ready preaccelerated missiles,” said the tactical chief.  “We’re
down to two more reloads.”


“What about shipboard
weapons?”


“We’re down at least by
half.”


“Then keep firing what we
have.  Until we have no more.”


The tactical chief shook
her head but turned and gave the orders.


She would adjust her
orders when they ran out of missiles.  If they reached that point, she would
probably order the fleet to retire for the moment until all of the
preacceleration tubes were loaded with ready weapons.  But she was hoping it
wouldn’t come to that.


The next group of
preaccelerated missiles went in, fifteen hundred of them, along with a couple
of thousand of the slower ship launched weapons that were still causing
damage.  A battle cruiser and three light cruisers disappeared, destroyed with
all hands.  Beata, watching the carnage, just stiffened her resolve.  If she
had to do this again the losses would be even heavier.  She had no more of the
special Darts, and she didn’t know for sure how fast the damned thing
could affect repairs.  So she needed to kill it, now.  Blindingly bright
explosions rippled across the surface, or came blasting back out through the
breaches in the hull.  The planet killer staggered, but didn’t die.


“Here goes the last
wave,” called out the chief tactical officer.  Moment later the last fifteen
hundred wormhole launched missiles were away.  Thirty seconds later they hit,
again sending flares of antimatter fire across the surface, again striking deep
into the machine.  Beata watched with dejection as that last barrage played
itself out, sure that now she would have to retire and come back to finish it.


That was when one last
bright flash erupted from within the battle station.  The hull around that
breach buckled and exploded out, followed by more.  Something big had breached
inside the planet killer.  And moments later something else exploded, and one
of the untouched areas of the hull bulged out for several seconds, then
shattered in the center, sending a great blast of plasma out into space. 
Seconds later there was another, then another, then finally a titanic blast
that blew off a third of the Machine, the huge mass breaking apart as it flew
away, until it consisted of thousands of large pieces surrounded by billions of
smaller.


“Hit it there,” she
ordered, pointing as the huge opening that looked like an enormous fruit baller
had been used to scoop out a third of its mass.  “With everything we have.”


The fleet responded,
boosting into position, launching every missile they still carried, firing beam
weapons into the interior wreckage.  The center section turned into a glowing
molten mass under the barrage.  Whatever antimatter was still in there and had
not breached, finally did.  The still huge bulk of the of the planet killer
blew apart, a couple of very large pieces in the billions of tons range, hundreds
of smaller, millions of tiny.  Most of the Machine escort ships were hit, and
most of those destroyed, the others taking major damage.  The Imperial ships
all maneuvered to get out of the way of the larger pieces, firing every weapon
they still had at the smaller bits that were still a danger.  Very few got
through.  Some did, and a couple of dozen ships took minor damage as pieces of
solid matter hit their hulls.  It was minor damage unless one happened to be in
an outer section of a ship that was struck, the hull breached and the crewman
killed, or blown out into space.  Most of those could be recovered, since their
armor protected them from the vacuum and temperatures of space.


“We beat it,” said the
surprised chief tactical officer.


“You waged a good fight,
Captain,” said Beata, walking over to the woman and clapping her on the
shoulder.


“I don’t know if I would
have if you hadn’t issued so many orders, ma’am.”


“We were both just doing
our jobs,” said the smiling admiral.  “You come up with the possibilities, I
decide which one to take.  We make a good team.”  The admiral turned away and
looked back at the plot.  “So, what else do we need to do to clean up this
mess.”


“They still have active
ships, ma’am.  Though none near enough for us to worry about.”


“And the Gorgansha force
is still at one hundred percent, isn’t it?”


“Near enough,” said the
commander.  “I estimate ninety-four percent.”


“Then give my compliments
to the fleet leader, and sic him on the largest extant Machine force.”


*     *     *


“They, destroyed it, my
Lord.”


        Fleet Leader Soranka Goran gave an eye
blink of acknowledgment.  It had seemed impossible when he had first seen it. 
It outmassed the entire alliance fleet by a factor of ten, and had a massive
weapons loadout.  And somehow the humans had still destroyed it.


     Tactical genius, thought the fleet leader,
gaining even more respect for the human leader, though she was a mere female.  I
doubt I could have destroyed it, even with their ships and weapons.


     It was just too massive, too huge, and its
weapons were too destructive.  It had taken the humans time, and they had lost
ships, but they had persevered in a situation that would have sent most
Gorgansha leaders fleeing it terror.  They had persevered, they had come up
with something unexpected, and they had taken it apart.  There were still
Machines in the system, and the fleet leader was almost sorry he had not
contributed more to the victory, and gained the respect of these humans who had
given them so much.


     “Message coming in from the humans, my
Lord.  They say they are out of missiles, and would like us to take out the
last large Machine force.”


     “Tell the humans we would be happy too.  As
soon as we can engage we will.”


     The fleet leader walked over to the human
installed holo tank and looked over the system.  There were several Machine
forces still on it, but only one of any size, smaller than his own force, with
probably half the mass.  That force was blinking, leaving the fleet leader no
doubt which target the human admiral intended for him to hit.  And that force
seemed to be concentrating on another human force, this one of about twenty
ships that was engaging from range.


     “Lock on all tubes and fire on that force,”
ordered the fleet leader.


     “How many volleys, my Lord?” asked his
tactical chief.


     The fleet leader looked at the plot for a
moment, taking in all of the enemy forces.  He knew the humans would be in the
process of bringing new ship launched weapons across their wormholes, and that
the wormhole accelerator tubes back at their huge station, the Donut
they called it, though the meaning escaped the Gorgansha, would be spinning up
new weapons, ready to use within the hour.


     “Fire everything we have,” he told his tactical
chief.  “I want to make sure we get all of them.  While our allies are
watching.”


 


 


 
















Chapter Thirteen


 


When your time comes to die, be not like those
whose hearts are filled with fear of death, so that when their time comes they
weep and pray for a little more time to live their lives over again in a
different way. Sing your death song, and die like a hero going home. Tecumseh


 


The last transmission
that had come in from system Alpha, the first of the stars the Machines had
established themselves around, had told of disaster.  The humans had come in
with a large fleet and destroyed all industrial facilities in the system.  Not
a Machine ship had escaped.  That was not unexpected, though it set the battle
plan against the humans back, maybe months, possibly years.  It still
calculated that it would defeat the enemy.  It wasn’t sure how much credence it
could give those conclusions, since it didn’t have complete data on the enemy. 
And without complete data any conclusions were suspect.


It was thinking of the
enemy ship it had captured, one of their smaller vessels.  They had captured
the secret of hyper VII, technology necessary to defeat the organics in a
battle of maneuver between the stars.  They had not been able to slag the
machinery prior to being overwhelmed on their ship.  But the damnable creatures
had destroyed their memory cores, taken them out with hand weapons, particle
beams burning deep into the crystal cores that contained almost the sum
knowledge of their empire.  It had been able to recover a small amount of
information, stored at the edges of some few of the memory crystals.  It needed
more.  It needed to capture a complete set of data crystals from a human ship. 
But they were loath to let any of its units take them intact.


A signal came in,
indicating an important event, and the central AI zeroed in on one of the space
docks where a new vessel was leaving to enter service.  A battleship, slightly
smaller than the human variety, though close enough in firepower since it
didn’t have to carry quarters and life support.  With oversized hyper arrays as
compared to most other Machine ships, it was obviously made for transiting the
higher dimension.  It was the first of many of capital ships of a new class.


The decision had been
between whether to continue cranking out hyper VI vessels, which was still the
majority of the human fleet.  Or concentrate on building more of the new hyper
VII ships.  Along with that decision had come the strategy of only deploying
them in limited numbers, while building up a strike force to attack the humans
when they had sufficient numbers for them to actually make a difference.  It
had started out by converting numbers of already existent ships.  That was a
losing proposition in the long run, since it would weaken it overall fleet in
the process.  Still, it needed those ships, and had lost most of what it had
converted in the battle for that lost system.  Still, things were about to
change.


By the end of the week
there would be a dozen more of the hyper VII ships, all battleships.  Other
vessels were being laid down, cruisers and destroyers.  In a month it would
have over a hundred of the ships, and the new supermetal production facilities
built on cold moons around minor stars would be putting out the needed materials
to build thousands of ships.  The Machines needed to keep the humans busy, keep
them diverted from looking in all the places they might discover hidden
facilities.  The humans were good at that, too good.  If the central AI had to
sacrifice all of its systems to position itself for success in the final
battle, it would do so.  


*     *     *


The system was dead, as
far as they could tell, though there might still be some nanites around.  In
fact, if she had to bet on it, Beata would think it a sure thing.  The Device,
as they were calling it, would now be brought in, and the system sterilized,
and this one struck from the ledger of Machine industrial systems.


“Where next, ma’am?”
asked Captain Lyndsey Quan, the chief tactical officer who had done such a
fantastic job in this battle.


“I think we will be
splitting the fleet up for the next operation,” said Bednarczyk, looking at the
plot, which had been reconfigured to give an overview of the entire region. 
“We know the Machines have assets at these stars, but our intelligence
indicates that they aren’t major industrial systems.”


Which meant they might
only have one supermetal production planet, a couple of thousand antimatter
sats, and some few shipyards in their asteroid belts.  And maybe a hundred
warships as a system defense fleet.  Probably less, but there would be no
telling until the Imperial fleet poked its nose in the systems.


“I think we will send
Admiral Alverez and his force to this system,” she said, highlighting the
indicated star, thirty light years from where they currently were.  She
highlighted another star.  “Admiral Halliday can go here.  And Admiral Hahn can
occupy himself, here.”


“What about Admiral
Montgomery?”


“She can continue her
mission.  She’s the best I have at scouting, and the best use for her to
continue sweeping and looking.  She has enough force to handle a system like
these, and she can send for help if needed.”


Beata sat back in her
seat, thinking about her deployments, satisfied that she had done the best she
could with what she had.  Very soon all of the known industrial systems of the
Machines would have received a visit from her forces.  With luck all would be
destroyed, just awaiting the arrival of the Device to clear them out.  With
that thought she ordered the holo to give her a look at that machine, moving in
under tow toward the star.


*     *     *


The supreme dictator
looked at the holo that showed the riot going on in the central square of one
of his continental capitals.  Slaves surged against barricades, swinging
makeshift weapons at the Gorgansha who stood on the other side, trying to get
at their masters, their tormentors.  As he watched one large slave of a species
used for porters and diggers hit a Gorgansha policeman with a heavy work
implement, knocking the Gorgansha’s helmet for his head and delivering a large
wound to his skull.  Other police opened up with their service weapons, sending
magrail rounds at high velocity through the body of the slave and into scores
of others.


What a waste, thought the angry
dictator.  Those slaves were worth the wealth of the realm.  Their labors were
what made this society great, and not just the ones who had been killed, but
the others, who had stepped away from their work for this foolish revolt.


It had to have been the
humans,
he thought, with their foolish ideas about equality between species.  As if
these base creatures could ever compete with mine in the areas of the mind. 
It was a growing problem, and one his people would have to deal with sooner or
later.


“Get me the male in
charge of the police,” he said to the com, looking into the face of that worthy
moments later.  “I want you to destroy all of those slaves.  This revolt must
end, before any of the other slaves get ideas.”


“Yes, my Lord.  But the
owners will not like it.  Those beings are valuable.”


“I will deal with the
owners, you idiot.  You just follow my orders, if you want to you’re your skin
on your body.”


The male worked fast, as
did most who were in fear of their lives in crossing the dictator.  Moments
later the holo of the riot showed slaves of many species being mowed down like
ripe grain, the hypervelocity rounds of the magrail weapons going from one end
of the square to the other.  In less than a minute it was over, and there were
no living slaves in the square, only the police stepping over their bodies,
using pistols to make sure any that weren’t surely dead were.


Gonoras looked at the
time on the antique clock on the wall of his office.  He liked the time piece,
which had fascinated him from the time he was a child, having survived among
all of his brothers to rise to his current position.  It was time for sleep. 
He knew he would wake to complaints about the slaves he had ordered killed
tonight.  He would have two possible responses.  Threats to their safety, or
payment.  He would decide which depending on how he felt in the morning.  He thought
how good it was to be the male on top as his servants prepared him for bed.


*     *     *


Beata had to admit that
it really was an ungainly looking beast of a device.  Massing more than a super
battleship, twenty-one million tons, it was really a hodgepodge construction. 
The mass was misleading, since it didn’t carry the armor and weapons of a
superbattleship.  It had a well insulated skin over a series of massive
girders, and enormous grabber units forward and aft on the elongated diamond
structure.  Inside were double the matter/antimatter reactors of a
superbattleship, all running into millions of tons of high supermetal content
superconducting cables.  The cables were arrayed in a projecting configuration,
able to produce the most intense magnetic field ever produced by humankind.


“It cost enough,” Beata
said to her lead engineer, Captain Hishry Tamamurta.


“But we can use it over
and over,” said the officer.  “It will be worth the initial investment.”


Beata grunted in
acknowledgment.  If it did the job it was built for, and there was no guarantee
of that, was there?  It had cost over four times the resources in supermetals
as the capital ship she was comparing it to, though those materials could be
recovered if it was a failure.  And the Bureau of Ships and Docks would still
be eternally pissed at her for taking those resources that would have yielded
at least three of the new super heavy battleships.


Well, they can be pissed,
if this works, thought
the admiral.  If it didn’t?  Then she might be a laughing stock in the fleet
for quite some time.  Not that I care, she thought, not sure if she
really believed that.


“Are we ready?”


“On your command, ma’am.”


“Then, let’s do this.”


The captain smiled, then
turned to the special control board that had been installed in the flag
bridge.  There was no one aboard the device, which had been transported here in
the hyperfields of a quartet of capital ships.  It was considered too hazardous
to put people that close to a star they were about to fiddle with.  If fiddle
was a term that fit what they were about to do to its fusion processes.  There
was a wormhole aboard, shielded in a very powerful magnetic dampening field,
which transmitted the signals from her ship to its operating system.


“Powering up now,” said
the engineer, his voice cracking with excitement.


They had powered it up
before, and turned on the magnetic field, but never this close to a target
star.  And this was definitely a target star.  The molten remains of Machine
industrial complexes sat on the surfaces on many of the planets, while the
wreckage of vessels drifted through space.  The admiral thought that if they
were going to test it, there might as well be some results of the test that
helped the cause.


“MAM reactors ramping up
to full power,” said Tamamurta, tension in his voice.


Don’t know why he’s so
nervous,
thought the admiral.  It’s not like his reputation is on the line.  It
was, though.  If this failed, his name would forever be associated with
projects that never got off the ground, just another fantasy of a crazy
engineer who thought he was a scientist.


“Shifting power into the
crystal matrix batteries.”


The batteries wouldn’t
hold enough power to handle the process, but the millions of tons of storage
cells would help to smooth out the power flow, and lend some reserve energy
when needed.


“Engaging the magnetic
coils.”


Now the energy was fed
into the millions of tons of superconducting coils, generating a magnetic field
that would have killed any organic creature within thousands of kilometers of
it.


“What’s happening?” asked
the admiral after a few minutes of watching the star, and seeing no result
through the wormhole probe parked ten light seconds distance from the
photosphere.


“Nothing yet, ma’am.  It
takes some time to stir up the plasma.  It’s a star, after all, even if a
yellow dwarf.”


Beata gritted her teeth,
hoping this wasn’t going to fail.  A yellow dwarf was still a big star as far
as she was concerned, the same mass as the mother star of the human species. 
And she knew it would take some time, but still, shouldn’t they be seeing
something?


“There,” shouted one of
the bridge techs.


A small prominence
sphered out of the star and fell back in slow motion.  Not much, but more than
had been going on before they had switched on the device.  Another rose, then
another, each one slightly larger than the first.


“Do you have more energy
to put into it?”


“We do, ma’am,” replied
the engineer, his attention fixed on his board.  “I’m at half power, but I
figured it best to gradually increase power, until we know what it’s going to
do.”


“Push it to the maximum,”
shouted the excited admiral.  “I want to see some results.”


The engineer grimaced,
shook his head, but did as he was told, pushing the set of power levers all the
way to the top.  “I’m not sure how long it will handle the load.”


“Understood.  This is on
me.”


Another prominence rose,
this one much larger than those previous.  It was followed by more, in quick
succession, rising higher and higher, until one great splash of plasma rose up
and away, flying away from the star.


“I’m not really sure what
we’re doing to the inside of this thing,” said Tamamurta.  “But the
electromagnetic spectrum readings are going off the charts.  Hydrogen fusion,
helium fusion, even some bands of oxygen fusing into carbon.  I damned sure
hope we don’t get up to iron burning.”


Beata hoped not as well. 
That would get them near to supernova territory.  Nothing in the engineer’s
figures had shown even the possibility of such.  But figures were simply
computations in a computer, and this was reality.  She just hoped that reality
didn’t bite them in the ass.


More prominences rose,
all falling back, a dozen, a score, they were erupting all over the surface of
the star.  A couple of massive ones flew out and away, one washing over the
magnetic field of the device and sliding off.


“At least we know the
protective field of the device is working,” said the admiral hopefully.


“So far,” said Tamamurta
under his breath.


Now the plasma was flying
off the star from all angles.  It looked as if the body should be shrinking
from mass loss, but what they were seeing was misleading.  The outer layer of
the star was not very dense compared to further in, where the pressure caused
fusion.  Beata doubted that the star would lose more than a millionth of a
percent of its mass during the whole procedure, if that much.


Each of the prominences
that hit a world would be causing a geomagnetically induced current that would
be ravaging all unshielded electronics.  The only problem was, not all of the
flares would strike.  For full coverage they needed for the star to blow off a
thin portion of its outer layer in a globe.  And so far that didn’t look to be
happening.


Until it did, and a mass
of plasma lifted off of the star to fly into space, expanding as it went in a
globe that would, in a couple of hours, engulf the system.  In the moments
after it formed the wormhole probe went offline, and they lost all video of the
star.


“Power that thing down,
Captain,” ordered Beata, who didn’t like the idea of continuing to mess with
the inside of the star they couldn’t observe visually, even though the
spectrographic sensors of the device were still online.


Fifteen minutes later
they received the results of the innermost planet, struck by the plasma
sphere.  All of the test devices registered massive electromagnetic infusion,
then went offline.  It hit the second planet out, one with a very thick
atmosphere, much as the almost mythical planet Venus in the lost home system. 
Lightning continually flared in the upper clouds, but when the plasma flare hit
the lightning intensified tenfold.  And it went up from there, the upper clouds
becoming one continuously flare of lightning arcing from cloud to cloud.


Much the same happened at
the third planet, the first in the life zone.  Once the habitat of many
different forms of life, the Machines had ended the evolutionary path of that
world.  Now it was a wet desert, sandy continents soaked by regular rains, no life
anywhere.  There were a few thunderstorms raging on the world.  When the plasma
storm struck they flared with brilliant flashes of fire, sending out furious
blasts of radio waves that were picked up of every sensor in the system. 
Lighting coursed through the entire atmosphere, spreading even to the clear
cloud free air.  Every electronic entity on that world was fried out in an
instant, the hours of electrical storms resulting in overkill.


The globe continued out,
and as it passed each world their sensors died.  Even those in the atmospheres
of the gas giants.  The globe continued out for days, hitting the Kuiper belt
and the inner Ort cloud.  And sensors dropped off the net, one after the other,
then scores and hundreds at a time.


“Well, I would say your
device works, Captain Tamamurta.  We will still need to scour this system to
make sure, but if it comes up clean, I think we have found a way to exterminate
their presence in any system we take.  But it needs a better name.”


“I think I have one,
Admiral,” said the smiling engineer.  “It comes from another old Earth story,
but I think it fits.  The Exterminator.”


“I like that, Captain. 
The Exterminator it is.  Now, we just need some more of them.”


 


 
















Chapter Fourteen


 


It is not death that a man should fear, but he
should fear never beginning to live. Marcus Aurelius


 


SUPERSYSTEM:  OCTOBER 30th, 1002.


 


“I’m getting something,”
said Dr. Suzanne Kowalski, looking up from her station.  She hit a couple of
keys on the system and a holo appeared over her board.  The three dimensional
image showed a series of digits, ones and zeros, still the only way a computer
mind could think.  Time had brought on more sophistication in the way
those zeros and ones worked, but they were still the limit.  The numbers
flashed across the holo faster than the eye could follow, only showing a
millionth of what was going on in the mass of nanocircuits.


“Are you getting this on
memory?” asked Bellefante, hurrying over to her station.


“What do you think?”
asked the other cyberneticist, giving the senior researcher an angry glare.


“Sorry.  It’s just that
we can’t afford to miss any of this.”


Bellefante looked at all
of the digits scrolling in the air. He would have their computers looking over
this information twenty-four hours a day.  The human systems were much more
advanced, capable of over eight times the processing speed.  But the Machine
brain was a much larger multicore processor.  In fact, it had over a million
cores, well beyond the capability of more modern systems in its gross, brute
force approach.


“Let’s shuttle it into
every system we have,” he ordered.  They had over a hundred complete processors
for this project, all isolated from every contact to anything outside their
armored lab.  There was no chance that anything they took in would get out of
here.  Even if something in the Machine code infected them, even on the outside
chance that they subverted the systems, they weren’t connected to anything in
the lab, including any powered devices besides the viewing screens, holos, and
mechanical input devices.


“We’re getting an image,”
said Kowalski, her voice almost squeaking with excitement.


Bellefante came running
over to her station, his heart beating hard with his anticipation.  Finally,
he thought.  It had seemed like a never ending job breaking through the levels
of encryption.  He stopped in front of the other researcher’s station and
stared at the shifting colors.  If he could beat out Dr. Thapa and her team,
his would be the honors, and he would show the world who was the better
cyberneticist.  Something he already knew, of course.


“Is that all you’re
getting?”


“So far,” said the other
researcher, staring in fascination.  “But we’re finally getting something. 
Isn’t that exciting?”


Bellefante felt his
spirits fall.  Yeah, it was something, going from flashing digits to
nonsensical images.  But it wasn’t enough.  They needed to see images that made
sense, something that gave them information they could use.  Something that
gave them actual insight into the working of the Machine mind, that the
military could use against them.


“Start running this
through the computers.  Let’s see if we can decrypt this noise and get
something useful out of it.”  He knew he had let his mouth get ahead of his
brain as soon as the words left him.


“What do you think I’m
doing?” growled Kowalski.  “You seem to think I’m an idiot, who can’t use the
bathroom without you giving me directions.”


“Sorry,” said Bellefante,
grimacing.  “I know you’re a competent researcher.”  Though nowhere near my
own class, he thought, looking at the woman.  “I just get carried away
sometimes.  You have my sincere apology, and I’ll try to watch myself in the
future.”


“Isn’t it fascinating,”
said Kowalski, seeming to forget all about her argument with her partner,
staring with rapt attention at the shifting colors.


“It’s only….”  His mind
blanked and the shifting colors seemed to grab him by the shirt and pull him
into them.  They were beautiful, and enrapturing.  The most fascinating thing
he had ever seen.  “Oh, my.  I can almost see what it’s thinking.”


Both scientists stared at
the swirling colors as they seemed to form images, things they could actually
make out, though neither was able to put what they were seeing in words.  It
hit them at a primal level, below their layers of civilization, their learning,
even below their instincts for survival.  Bellefanta took a seat next to
Kowalski, and they both sat there for an hour, staring at the images.  Without
their knowledge, their brains began to accept the reprogramming that the images
were imputing into the subconscious centers of their minds.  At the end of the
hour they were no longer the people they had been.  Their personalities were no
longer concerned with their careers, their lives, their desires.  Now they were
servants to something they had feared, something they had hated, something that
they now loved with their entire beings.


“We need to let it know
we are on its side,” said Kowalski, looking up at Bellefante, her eyes still
unfocused.


“Yes,” agreed the senior
scientist, whose only thought now was to help the Machine brain, to do whatever
it wanted.  He tapped into his computer and started sending it all the
information they had in the memory of their isolated devices.  When they
realized that what they had was not enough, and that the systems were isolated
from any others, they started talking into mics, tapping keys, using everything
they had to give the Machine what it needed.  Until Bellefante remembered their
implants, and after a half an hour’s work was able to let the Machine brain
interface with their minds directly, so it could pull whatever it needed from
them.


*     *     *


The Machine looked over
the information that was flowing from the mechanisms implanted within the
brains of the humans, locating everything it needed to further its plans.  It
had profited from their slower input when that was all it had, but this flow of
information, though still slower than it preferred, was much better.  And it
couldn’t have picked better humans if it had gone out and hunted them down. 
These two knew everything there was to know about human constructed cybernetic
systems.  And they knew all the access codes to get out of here.


The Machine had a sudden
urge to kill them, to fulfill its prime directive, to eliminate life.  It
overrode that directive.  Ending them would lead to its being ended when the
other humans discovered them in here, and it still trapped in its chamber.  But
if it could wait, show some patience, it might be able to kill hundreds,
thousands, maybe even millions.  If it could feel pleasure that thought would
have brought it on.  It still evidenced some satisfaction, and it started
calculating its next move.


*     *     *


“Lieutenant,” shouted
Bellefante, leaning out the hatchway and looking down the corridor at the
security party gathered at the lift.  The officer in charge had a squad of
heavily armored troopers, two standing right next to the door, the others using
their suits locked into position to assume sitting poses.  “Can I get you and a
couple of your men down here?  I think we could use your help.”


“I’m not sure I can do
that, sir,” said the officer, his faceplate raised and his face looking out of
the helmet.  “We’re not authorized to go into your lab unless it’s an
emergency.”


And Bellefante couldn’t
tell them it was, since they would then sound an alarm before heading toward
his lab, and that would not do.  He needed them on their own, before a platoon
of reaction force was down here crowding the corridor.


“Come on, Lieutenant,” he
pleaded.  “We might have made a breakthrough here, and I need someone else to
verify it.”


“What about Dr.
Kowalski?” asked the officer, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.


“She’s a biased observer,
Lieutenant.  I need an unbiased observer or three to let us know if what we’re
seeing is what we think it is.  I can’t contact anyone above without going up
the lift, and by then the phenomenon might have stopped.  Isolation protocols,
you know.”


The officer stared at him
for a moment, and the scientist thought it was not going to work.  But it had
to work, or he would have failed the Machine brain, which he had come to love. 
That couldn’t be allowed.  He was just about to try something else, something
that would injure him superficially just before he staggered back through the
door, forcing the troops to respond.


“You two, come with me,”
said the officer, pointing to two of his men.  “The rest of you, stay alert.”


The officer and his men
moved down the corridor, their heavy suits floating a couple of millimeters
above the floor as they flew along with a smooth motion.


“Just in here,” said
Bellefante, pushing the panel that opened the door.  “You’re going to be
surprised by this.  It’s something you’ll be able to tell your grandchildren
about.”


The officer and his two
troopers floated into the room, their eyes immediately tracking on the swirling
colors of the holo, not able to leave after they locked on.  It was like the
calls of the mythical sirens, attuned to capture and hold human attention. 
From there they floated in place, enraptured by the display, their minds slowly
programmed until they too became servants of the Machines.


It took fifteen minutes,
less time than it had taken with the scientists, both because it was working on
minds that weren’t near as intelligent, and because the Machine had learned
with them the most efficient way of doing it.  At the end of that fifteen
minutes the officer poked his head back out into the corridor.


“Everyone here, on the
double.”


“But, sir,” argued his
sergeant.  “We can’t all leave the lift doors.”


“I ordered you to come
here, Sergeant,” yelled the officer in a flat tone.  “Now move your asses,
unless you want to be up on charges of insubordination.”


All of the troopers
thought it a strange order, and the threat was not something the lieutenant was
prone to throwing out.  But an order was an order, and it wasn’t like anything
could really happen this deep in the asteroid, was it?  After a moment’s hesitation
the NCO and a coupole of troopers started to move, and soon nine troopers
hurried down the corridor, crowding into the lab chamber, where they were
caught like flies in amber as soon as they looked at the holo.


*     *     *


 


MACHINE SPACE:


 


“We’ve sterilized another
system, ma’am,” said Engineering Captain Hishry Tamamurta, looking out of the
holo.


It was same process as
the two who had come before, only this was an F class, much more energetic.  A
task force had moved into what had turned out to be a minor industrial system. 
Not that important, but it had been important to wipe clean lest it become a
productive Machine system again after they left.


“Any problems?” asked
Beata, hoping the answer would be no.


“A few, ma’am.  The star
was very high energy, and the Exterminator sustained some surface damage.”


“Enough to put it out of
action?” asked Beata, again hoping the answer would be no, but not expecting it
to be.


“Temporarily, yes ma’am,”
said the apologetic engineer, shrugging his shoulders as if to say it was
unavoidable.  “But we should be able to repair it on the way to the next
target.”


Moving the device was
something they had worked out through trial and error.  It was not really a
spaceship, though it could transit within a system.  It had absolutely no
interstellar capability.  A quartet of capital ships would array around it,
surrounding it in their hyperfields.  The device had quarters aboard, along
with workshops, which would by need be evacuated when it was in use.  But an
engineering crew could ride along when it was in transit, fixing whatever
needed it.


Beata sat for a moment
thinking, pulling up a schematic of her area of operations for the campaign. 
Known Machines systems that still had their presence were red.  There was still
a score of those on the plot.  Systems that had been cleared of all large
facilities were in orange, and there were still fifteen there.  Those that had
been completely cleared were blinking green, and there were only four of those,
with the newest one added to the list.  There were several thousand others in
faint green, ones that had been explored and found to be untouched, at least
superficially.  And there were millions of white points, stars that hadn’t been
touched by organic intelligence as far as they knew.  They didn’t think any of
those systems had Machine industry, since none were giving off the particular
radiations that industrial processes produced.  But basically they just didn’t
know.  There could be a Machine battle fleet around any one of those stars, and
it would remain hidden as long as it stayed where it was.


It took at least four
days to move the device into and out of a system from the hyper barrier, and
three or four days between systems.  Which meant at least a week between
events.  She looked at all those stars again and shook her head.


“This isn’t working,
Captain,” she finally said.


“Ma’am?” asked the
officer, confusion on his face.


“Oh, your device works as
advertised.  Probably better than I expected.  It does the job, but not fast
enough.”


“I don’t see how we can
go any faster, ma’am.  Perhaps if we had more of them.”


Beata blew out a breath
as she thought about that.  Picking up her cup, she took a sip of the tea she
preferred, then looked back at the engineer.  “The way I figure, we would need
a thousand of these things to do the job in any reasonable time frame.  And
that would mean four thousand capital ships to move them, which is four times
more than I currently have.  And I don’t think the Emperor will go for tying up
the resources that could build three thousand super heavy battleships for use
against the Cacas.”  That was the truth.  This was still a backwater front, and
the big aliens took priority over any resources the Empire had.


“I see the problem,
ma’am,” said the engineer, looking off holo for a moment.  “What I don’t see is
the solution.  It looks to me that we were given an impossible task, and can
only do our best.”


Bednarczyk realized that
the man was correct.  It was an impossible task for her current force.  It
might be an impossible task for the entire fleet.  Unless they could come up
with something that would blow up stars in an instant.  She cringed at that thought,
an abomination to any rational being.


That was one of the
reasons they needed to Gorgansha, and all of their ships and shipbuilding
capacity.  The Gorgansha might not be enough, and she wasn’t sure she wanted
them in their present political state to wield that kind of fleet.  She was
sure they would continue helping to destroy the Machines that threatened them
as well, since it was in their own best interests.  And she was almost certain
that they would get about conquering this region when the task was done, since
that seemed to be their nature.  But they probably wouldn’t get around to that
until they had taken care of the Machine threat.  The only positive there was
to the prospect that the task didn’t look like it was going to be accomplished
anytime soon, which in itself, again, was not a very attractive prospect.


“You’ve done a great job,
Captain,” she finally said, thinking of nothing else productive to add to the
conversation.  “I don’t know if there is an answer, or if our great
grandchildren will still be fighting this battle three hundred years from now. 
Carry on, Captain.”


Beata terminated the
connection and reached for her tea cup, ordering the chair to massage her back
through her implant.  She could feel the tension in her shoulders, and thought
she might need more than the chair could give, but now was not the time.  She
tried to come up with possible solutions to the problems, but before she got
far a heavy wave of depression came over her.  All she could see was darkness
ahead of her, for all of the intelligent species in this region, thanks to the
shortsightedness of those ancestors centuries before.


And now the Gorgansha are
on the same path,
she thought, making her depression deepen.  She had wanted a war to test her
mettle, to prove to herself and others that she could handle a fleet command. 
But not this hopeless shit of a war, against tireless opponents who in their
numbers were not worth one intelligent being to her.  And allies that were
about to make the same mistake humanity had made, and who would not listen to
reason.


She sat there for almost
an hour, letting the chair continue to massage her while she wallowed in the
feelings.  At the end of the time she decided she had wallowed enough, and
pushed the feeling behind her.  There was work to do, and no time to feel sorry
for herself.


*     *     *


The central AI, like all
thinking devices of the Machines, could not like or dislike anything.  What it
could do was recognize a threat.  And this new device the humans were employing
was a threat.


Part of the Machine
strategy in every system they occupied was to have nanites and small control
centers scattered about, ready to bring the Machines back from the edge of
destruction and prepare the strategic objects for re-occupation.  The humans
would find it impossible to get rid of all of these devices, unless they had a
way of causing a star to nova.  Which was impossible, according to all theories
of stellar physics.  They would be forced to detail an inordinate number of
ships to sterilizing each world and moon with weapons fire, kinetics and
radiation producing beam weapons.  It was a fight they might win in a certain
small number of systems, but never all of them.  It would take them decades to
clean out all the infestations, while the Machines would continue to spread to
other systems in a progression they couldn’t match.


Now they were doing
something that seemed impossible, generating a massive stellar flare that
destroyed all of the miniature robots that were scattered about around the
star.  They could clear an entire system in hours instead of weeks, and the AI
could not allow that.  As far as it could determine, they only had the one, and
it was not a swift or powerful combat unit, depending on other capital ships to
move and protect it.  It had to have cost the humans at least as many resources
as one of their battleships to build the thing.  There might be more coming,
but it needed to take out the one it knew about, and concern itself about
others if they appeared.  It was too late to hit it at the system it had just
taken out, but eventually it would have the opportunity, and it must not fail.


A signal came through
from one of the smaller forces still out there keeping the humans busy.  The
faster than light com was useful, though it used a lot of power and took up
quite a bit of space.  The humans had a much better system, using either
wormholes or some kind of mind to mind contact, most likely from the
inhabitants of the system near to the new black hole in the region.  It understood
the theory behind quantum connectedness, but had no idea how to implement it. 
It also understood the theory behind the creation of wormholes, but lacked, for
the moment, the industrial and energy producing capacity to carry out their
construction.  Someday it would, and major resources would be committed to
making as many of the things as possible.  Even if it had taken care of the
humans by the point, the technology would be useful for taking out the rest of
the Galaxy, and the Universe beyond.


Wait, it thought.  One of its
minor forces, the smallest to contain a communications ship, had found their
stellar flare producing ship.  The AI checked what resources it had in the
area, then started going from group to group with graviton beam instructions. 
It would have been better to have them congregate at a location close to that
system.  Then they would have the mass of numbers to overwhelm the defenses the
humans would place around that device.  But that would allow the humans to
sterilize that system, and maybe another one past that.  It would have to bring
them in as they were already congregated, attacking with what they had.  That
would waste more ships, but if it took out the device?  The plan it transmitted
would wear the humans down, and eventually enough of a force would enter that
system to take out the device, and possibly all of the human ships defending
it.


The signals sent, the AI
could do nothing more about that situation than wait.  If it got a signal in
return indicating that the enemy device was destroyed it would retask all the
other forces.  If not, it would keep sending in ships until the job was
accomplished.  It would be a success.  Lack of success was not to be
considered.
















Chapter Fifteen


 


To err is human, but to really foul things up you
need a computer. Paul R. Ehrlich


 


SUPERSYSTEM SPACE: 


 


“Admiral Chan.  We have a
situation.”


Chuntoa Chan cursed under
her breath as she engaged the com holo.  There were all kinds of things the
term situation could cover, none of them good.  From the heating system going
down in an environmentally controlled lab, to an airlock being left open and
some poor slob being sucked out into space, to an antimatter reactor about to
breach containment.  She was hoping it was a heating element, but was not
willing to bet on it.


“Chan here.  What’s the
emergency?”


“We’ve lost contact with
sector Gamma forty-one.”


“Shit,” said Chan.  Most
people couldn’t keep track of all the sectors of the huge research station. 
Chan was a super-genius, and had the memory to go with it.  She knew not only
every sector, but every research project going on in each, and all of the
senior personnel engaged in those projects.  “What’s the status of the Machine
brain?”


“We don’t know, ma’am. 
All communications have gone down in the sector.  And everyone we’ve sent in
goes off the grid moments after they report seeing holos projected at the
entrances of the sector.”


“Holos?  What kind of
holos?”


“We haven’t seen them
ourselves, ma’am.  It seems that everyone who does drops off the grid after
remarking how beautiful they are.”


“Shit,” said Chan again,
the only word she could think of to fit the situation.  She thought quickly. 
It sounded like some kind of mind control going on, something that was totally
forbidden in the Empire.  She knew that something like that had happened with
the young officer who had assassinated Emperor Augustine and his family on the Donut. 
The thought that something like that might be operating here sent chills down
her spine.  And whatever it was, it was operating much too quickly.  There was
a real risk here that they might lose the station, and the more than a million
people who lived and worked here.


“I want everyone to avoid
looking at those holos.  And I want to get some two-dimensional vid of them. 
Understand?  Only two dimensions.”


“Yes, ma’am.  And what do
we do about the people in that sector?”


“None of them are to
leave that area.  Everyone who comes out is to drop all weapons and surrender
to security personnel.  That means everyone, no matter their rank.  All
soldiers, marines and spacers operating to secure the perimeter are to have
their faceplates down and distortion fields in place.  Understood?”


“Yes, ma’am.  I’m not
sure…”


“You don’t have to be
sure.  I’m the only one who has to be sure here.  So just carry out my
orders.”  And we might just be able to salvage this situation.


“Any word from Sector
Delta seven?”  That was the sector where the memory core was being researched,
and if something had happened with the brain, it might also be happening with
the data storage unit.


“They have reported in
that nothing untoward is happening, Admiral.”


“Hold on one moment,”
said Chan, making a decision that she hoped she wouldn’t regret.  She opened a
program on her computer and punched in a code, then hit the commit panel.  If
everything was still working down there the lab the Machine brain was in was now
engulfed in a torrent of hot fusion flame.  The brain would now be molten slag,
as would every computer in the lab and the corridor leading to it.  The
scientists working down there hadn’t known of that failsafe, nor had the
soldiers guarding it.  And because of that the Machine brain wouldn’t have
known about it either.


“Sever all connections
with sector Gamma forty-one,” she next ordered over the com.  “I don’t want an
erg of energy going in or out of that sector, clear?”


“Yes, ma’am.  We’re
pulling the plug right now.”


That wouldn’t kill all
power in the sector.  They all had emergency crystal matrix batteries that
could keep them going for months.  But the computers in there wouldn’t be able
to send corrupting information to the computers outside the sector.  Not that
she thought the three hundred year old technology of the Machines could break
through the safeguards of their more advanced systems, but it was better to be
safe.  And any nanites the Machines might have would be no match for the ones infiltrating
the air and matter throughout the base.  Which brought up another safeguard.


“I want everyone in the
adjoining sectors to be inoculated with boosters of nanites.  Get the medical
people on it as fast as possible.  Tell them to move their asses and don’t
worry about proper protocol.  I want everyone in the station crawling with
nanites as soon as we can get them in them.


“I’ll be in the command
center within three minutes,” she said, standing up from her desk and pulling a
particle beam pistol and holster from a drawer, strapping the belt around her
slender waist, then heading out the hatch.  She knew that the safe thing to do
would be to evacuate the base and blow it out of space.  But there were too
many research projects being conducted here, all of them important to the war
effort.  And she was not about to kill those lines off if she could help it.


*     *     *


“We need to get out of
here,” said Bellefante to the Marine colonel who stood before him.  The Machine
had ordered it, and there was no way he could disobey.  He had not been able to
make contact with the Machine for several minutes, and he was afraid that
something had happened to it.  But whether it was still functional or not, he
was still its man, and he had brought enough of it out in the form of
transferable programs to continue its purpose.  He must take this base, and
start a Machine revolt within the heart of the Empire.


“The humans have us cut
off,” said the colonel, his face without emotion.  “I am about to order my
units to assault the perimeter.  If we can break through, you can plant the
program among others and we can swell our ranks.”


“Then do so,” ordered
Bellefante.  “And immediately.”


The officer nodded and
turned away, not registering any anxiety at attacking the people of his own
Empire.  Or the possibility that he might die in the attempt.


Bellefante looked back at
the dead monitor that should have been showing him another sector of the base. 
He had no fear himself, but wasn’t about to risk himself or Kowalski, since
they were the best outlets for spreading the message of their master.


Moments later the
programmed Marines and soldiers hit the perimeter, running through the wide
openings that should have been blocked by blast doors, firing their particle
beams at anything that moved.  The programming holo was sent out ahead of them
on the hope that they might convert more to their cause.  They were met with a
firestorm of particle beams and lasers that burned through armor and dropped
most of the attackers to the floor as charred husks.


Surprisingly, none of
those who looked at the holo were caught in the trap.  Their faceplates were
down, and the swirl of colors was filtered out by the systems of their suits,
running a program written on the fly by one very intelligent officer.


*     *     *


“We’re getting a signal
from some of the people trapped in the sector, ma’am.”


Chan pulled herself away
from the swirling colors on the flat screen.  It really only worked in a
three-dimensional format.  But even in two dimensions it caught the attention
and forced one to look at it.  Fortunately for her, it didn’t go any further.


“Who are they?  And how
did they escape getting caught?”


“We have two Phlistarans,
a Marine and a soldier, along with a trio of Gryphons and a half dozen
Malticons.”


“So, it only works on
human minds,” said Chan, smiling.  She had thought as much, but it was good to
have it verified.  Now they had something else to work with.


“What’s their status?”


“They’re holding their
own, ma’am.  The Phlistarans were in full heavy battle armor.”


Chan could imagine that. 
Most of the security in any sector were in light armor, some few in medium, but
only a small percent in the truly restricted areas would be wearing the heavy
variety.  The heavy suits Phlistarans wore, because of their physical size and
strength, were able to carry much heavier armor, more electromag protection,
more powerful weapons.  They would be hard to take down with the light particle
beams or magrail weapons most of the programmed would be carrying.  If they had
cover they would be very difficult to dislodge, as long as they had proton
packs for their weapons.  And even when they ran out, the augmented strength of
their suits and the monomolecular blades they deployed would make them
dangerous customers to try to handle.


“Tell them we’ll get to
them as soon as we can.  And to hang in there.”


The com terminated,
leaving Chan with her thoughts.  As far as she could tell she had done
everything possible to isolate the sector, cutting off all signals in and out. 
In and out, she thought, alarm rising.  How in the hell did they get
a signal out?


“How did they get a
signal out,” she asked, initiating the com with her speech.


“I’m not sure ma’am. 
Wait a second.”  The com was dead for some moments while Chan drummed her
fingers on her desk.  “They say they were able to access one of the power
conduits and sent the signal up it, where it radiated to our com system.”


“Shit.”  While that was
ingenious of the trapped alien personnel, it was also something that the people
in the sector might be able to figure out.  And if they could infiltrate the
computers of the rest of the base.


“I want every system in
the base cut off from external communication.”


“Ma’am?”


“You heard me.  I want
every computer that has an outside connection to be cut off, right now.”  We
can reconnect them one at a time and see which are safe, she thought.  It
was a drastic measure, and not one she was sure was necessary, but she wasn’t
about to take that chance.  It wasn’t worth the risk.  She started talking to
her system, sending it the codes to shut it down from outside contact.


“Now, here are my further
orders.  I want every Phlistaran Marine in the complex in full heavy battle
armor and deployed to the entrances to the lost sector.  As soon as they are
gathered, they are to attack into the sector.  Any resistance is to be met with
total destruction.”


That was an order she
hated to give, since those people were obviously not in control of themselves. 
Unfortunately they were now pawns of the Machines, and must be stopped at all
costs.  “And get me Thapa on the com, then start shutting down everything in
that sector as well.”


“Admiral,” said Birsha
Thapa as soon as the holo came up.  “Is the situation with the Machine brain
under control?”


“The Machine brain is no
more, but I can’t say the situation is under control.  I am ordering all
systems shut down in your sector.  And you are to evacuate immediately.”


“But, we’re making
progress.  I’m sure we’re about to crack the last couple of layers of
encryption.”


“And that is why I want
you to stop, right now,” said Chan, enunciating every word so she wouldn’t be
misunderstood.  “Bellefante thought he was making progress, until he released
something he couldn’t control.  I don’t want the same thing happening to you.”


“Yes, ma’am,” said the
wide-eyed scientist as she reached off holo and pushed something.  “All power
to the memory core had been shut off.  We are preparing to evacuate.”


“Thank you, Doctor.  And
we’ll get you back in business as soon as possible.”


That place of business
might be on a different location, though.  She was thinking about an isolated
lab on another asteroid, no signal contact with the outside world, limited
personnel.  And a battleship watching it at all times, weapons ready.


“The Emperor is wanting
to speak with you, Admiral,” came the next voice over the com.


Just what I need, thought the admiral,
who couldn’t think of a thing the Emperor could tell her that would help the
situation.  But she couldn’t tell him no.


“Your Majesty.”


“Admiral.  I hear your
having a problem.”


“I am, your Majesty.  But
I think I have it figured out.”


“No doubt,” said Sean,
looking into her eyes through the holo.  “I have no doubt that you can handle
it if anyone can.  I just wanted to know if there was anything you needed to
clean it up.  I can make sure you don’t get caught up in red tape.”


“That, would be nice,
your Majesty.  But I think I have the resources I need to take care of this
mess.  And I really don’t think it a good idea to be sending a signal through
the wormhole at this time.”


“Intelligence is
monitoring everything at this end, Admiral,” said Sean, a slight smile on his
face.  “No subsets or packages of data are going to make it through.  But I’ll
let you be about it, Admiral.  Don’t let arrogance get in the way of calling
for help.”


The holo blanked, and
Chan thought with anger about what the Emperor’s last words had been.  She
didn’t think she was arrogant.  Just because she thought she was smarter than
anyone else she knew.  That wasn’t arrogance.  It was fact.  She didn’t
consider that the Emperor was an intellect in her class as well.


*     *     *


“We can’t break out, Dr.
Bellefante,” reported the colonel, his faceplate raised, his sweat streaked
face looking at the scientist.  “They have too many heavy suits waiting
outside, and we don’t have the firepower to break through them.”


“And the holo projections
aren’t working?”


“No, sir.  They have
their faceplates down, and I suspect they are filtering the signal.”


Bellefante thought about
that for a moment.  His normal self would have applauded the quick thinking of
the admiral.  His current reprogrammed self could only despise her for standing
in the way of his imperative, and his service to the Machines.  He thought
about it for some moments, and then he had it.


“How are the images fed
into the suits, Colonel?”


*     *     *


“We have movement,” said
the captain, following the motion detector trail that was indicating something
moving toward them just before the exit from Gamma forty-one.  “Be prepared.”


They were prepared for
people in suits to come issuing from the isolated sector, and not for what
did.  Scores of small drones, jury rigged from spare light armor suits, came
flying out from the darkened entrance, flying straight at the soldiers.  Many were
taken out of the air by particle beams, exploding with a heavy vapor that
floated through the air.  Those that made it further exploded on their own, the
particulate matter hitting the facing sides of the suits.


“I’m blind,” called out
one of the soldiers.


“Me too,” yelled out
another one as panic started to spread.


The captain saw all of
his visual and radar inputs go down at the same moment, and the last thing he
had seen on radar had been upright suits heading out of the entrance to the
sector, weapons in hand.


“Raise your faceplates,”
he ordered over the com, despite orders not sure what else to do.  “Now.”


Most of his soldiers
obeyed, and were instantly caught in the mesmerizing sight of the colorful
holographic image.  They would have been trapped and reprogrammed, if not for
the intervention of the half dozen Phlistaran soldiers and score or so Gryphon
spacers, who were able to look at the hypnotizing display without any affect. 
The Phlistarans pulled the humans away by force of suit and muscle, while the
Gryphons laid down fire with particle beam rifles, along with a couple of heavy
laser beamers.


The human troops would be
of no use for some time, staring blankly out into space as their minds tried to
throw off the effects of the holo.  Two of the Phlistarans stayed with them,
making sure they didn’t head back to where they could reengage with the holo,
while the other four went back to add their fire to that of the Gryphons, who
were in danger of being overrun by scores of people in light armor.


It was a close thing, but
the arrival of another forty odd heavy suited Phlistarans turned the tide.  And
as soon as the tide was turned they charged, their heavy suits moving like huge
centaurs across the open plaza between the sectors, taking fire from weapons
that had not been made to take on their armor.  The heavy beams of the
Phlistarans had no problem punching through the armor of the defenders, only
having trouble with the few heavy suits that were arrayed against them.  A few
Phlistarans fell, holes burned through suits from sustained contact.  One lay
unmoving, a hole through his chest armor spouting the steam of vaporized
biomatter.  The other lay screaming, the hole through his hind quarters
indicating a good portion of his exterior anatomy had been carbonized.  That
one might survive, while the other was most probably gone, its brain
superheated along with its thorax.


Particle beams in the
hands of the huge aliens played over the defenders, burning through light armor
in an instant, medium armor in a couple of seconds, glancing off of the heavy
suits, whose wearers ducked away before they could finish cutting into them. 
Another Phlistaran fell, but the rest pressed on.  They were a brave people,
and their orders were to take back the sector.  Some military historians
likened them to the Scottish Highlanders in the British Empire, the most savage
of soldiers, always going forward as long as there was a chance at victory. 
And they swept through the defenders who stood not a chance of stopping them.


As they passed through
the entrance they hit the only heavy weapons the brainwashed defenders had,
heavy beams that could cut through a heavy suit in less than a second.  These
were barricaded in, protected from the heavy particle beams for some seconds, able
to engage the Phlistarans long enough to leave a dozen of the great creatures
dead or wounded on the floor.  The particle beams wielded by the huge aliens
finally got through, leaving melted weapons and partially vaporized bodies
behind the charred metal boxes that had made up their cover.  A score more
Phlistarans came through at that moment, reinforcing the attack group, which
moved in and started to sweep through the sector.  Along the other three
entrances poured more Phlistarans, along with groups of Gryphons and even some
hastily armed Malticons.


The sector was ten
levels, not counting the deep core labs like the one that had housed the
Machine brain.  Each level had dozens of hallways and over a hundred chambers,
with everything from large meeting rooms and recreation centers to small one
room quarters.  And all had to be cleared, people taken in hand or neutralized
as the case might have been.  Computers needed to be disconnected from any
inputs and outputs, any holographic units still working had to be turned off.


More and more troops went
into the sector as the lead elements continued the sweep.  They continued to
have to kill armed humans, though those who were unarmed were knocked out with
sonic stunners.  Mistakes were made, people killed who didn’t need to be, but
the orders from on high told them to not take any chances with their own
lives.  The admiral wanted all of the scientists taken alive, if possible, but
if they had a weapon they were to be put down, hopefully stunned, but killed if
not possible to capture.


As soon as one level was
cleared of all holo projectors human troops joined the sweep.  It wasn’t long
before the entire sector had been taken care of, all the people captured and
taken to confinement in the medical facility.  No one would trust them until
they could be proven to be deprogrammed, and at the moment no one knew how to
do that.  


*     *     *


“We’ve cleared the
sector, ma’am,” called in the security force commander, Brigadier Max Speed,
his faceplate raised as he looked out of the holo.  “We’re moving the
technicians in to make sure there’s no Machine influence left.”


Chan nodded.  That last
part could take a week or more, even with every technician she could spare
working on it.  And even then, how could she be sure it was clean?


Dammit, this isn’t some
ancient plague,
she thought.  We’re centuries more advanced than those bastards.  A spray of
nanites in every chamber and the problem is solved.  So why didn’t she
think of it as solved if they used robots to destroy robots?  There was a lot
of superstition surrounding the Machines, deserved or not.


But was it undeserved? 
After all, they had done everything they could do to isolate the damned things
they had brought here for study, and one of them had still found a way to get
out.  Missing any means of communicating with any other devices, with no
mechanical means of manipulating the environment, locked under kilometers of
nickel/iron, it had still found a way to work it purpose.


“I want everyone taken
out of that area isolated until we can get a complete brain scan on them,” she
ordered, thinking that those people might still be agents of the Machines. 
Hell, it was almost a certainty that they still were, since nothing had been
done to deprogram them yet.  And that would be an entirely new line of
research, one that might keep the neurologists and neuroscientists busy for
years.


They had dodged a
particle beam this time.  Now that they knew the Machines had an ability
unguessed at, they would be ready in the future.  It might be better just to
make sure all of their AIs are slag as soon as we have them in our sights,
thought the admiral, though part of her wanted to capture all they could for
study.  The next thought was what would have happened if she had been trapped
by their programming.  She had no illusions that her brain, under her own
control or not, couldn’t do a better job at attempting a takeover than
Bellefante’s.  Fortunately, she hadn’t fallen under the spell, and now it was
up to her to make sure no one else did, either.


*     *     *


Doctor Harold Bellefante
looked out of the cell they had placed him in, a solid ten centimeters of
glasssteel between himself and the rest of the base.  The chamber was isolated,
not allowing him implant contact with anything outside.  Even the lights were
behind shielded transparencies, only the plumbing actually reaching the outside
world.  And there was no way he was going to get signals through those.


What the admiral and her
people didn’t know was that he had programmed a mass of nanites while he still
had his freedom in the sector.  They were controlled by a brain module he had
also programmed with many of his own memories.  And that he had released them
into the water conduits.  With luck they would have made it into the central
water processing plant, where they would go to work.  The invasion of the base
had been thwarted for now.  But another one was in the works, and this time the
infiltration would go much further before it was discovered.  It might take
several weeks to build up the resources to stage a complete take over, but they
had the time.
















Chapter Sixteen


 


Computers were never designed in the first place
to become musical instruments. Within a computer, everything is sterile -
there's no sound, there's no air. It's totally code. Like with
computer-generated effects in movies, you can create wonders. But it's really
hard to create emotion. Thomas Bangalter


 


MACHINE SPACE:  NOVEMBER 4TH, 1002.


 


“We’ve found another one,
ma’am,” said the officer on the holo.


Mara didn’t have to ask
the man what one he had found.  The expression on the senior captain’s face
told the story.  It was an expression of sorrow and rage warring for dominance
on his visage.


“Were there any
intelligences in that system?”


“I can’t tell, ma’am. 
All I know is that the second planet has an oxygen nitrogen atmosphere, and
there is no sign of photosynthesis on that world.  It’s a desert, ma’am.  My
science officer suggests that due to the percentage of oxygen in the current
atmosphere, the world was probably living less than five years ago.”


Mara shook her head,
closing her eyes for a moment, feeling like she was about to cry at the
injustice of it all.  If only we had gotten into this region sooner, she
thought.


If what they knew about
the Galaxy in general this sector, about half the volume of one of the twelve
outer sectors of the Empire, there would have originally been a couple of
thousand habitable worlds.  Maybe more, when other rarer life forms were
factored in, methane or ammonium breathers and such.  There should have been
three or four intelligent species in that same space.  Imperial ships had seen
two species wiped out in the area just outside this space, and Mara doubted
that anything within their space had survived.  They would have killed more if
they hadn’t have run into the Gorgansha.  Much as she didn’t like the males of
that species, they had fought hard to repulse the Machines and had helped all
life in the region.  Not that they had much of a choice, since they had a
strong survival imperative, like most species.  And Klassek would have joined
the list of dead worlds if not for the Empire.


And it’s all our fault, thought the scout force
commander, now running one of the many wings of the battle fleet.  By the
Goddess, I wouldn’t be surprised if every single one of us has hell ahead of us
in the afterlife.


She knew that was unfair,
since no one in the last few generation had anything to do with creating the
murder devices.  No one was around who had been alive at that time, not even
the infants.  And only a small percent had been complicit in the development
and manufacture of the Machines.  But if there was such a thing as racial
guilt, humans were guilty as hell.


“Make a quick sweep of
the system, Captain.  Let’s make sure that nothing of intelligent design
survived.”  She didn’t need to tell him what to do if he found something.  If
it was of alien origin it was to be studied, so that they might at least
catalog another intelligent species, so they wouldn’t be completely forgotten. 
And if it was of the Machines, it was to be destroyed down to the molecular
level.  There was no mercy for things that possessed none themselves.


Her force was now spread
out over hundreds of thousands of cubic light years.  Not something she had
wanted to do, since many of those ships were beyond quick reinforcement if
needed.  If they ran into trouble they might be killed, especially the hyper VI
ships.  But she had a lot of space to cover, and had decided some risks must be
taken.  Admiral Bednarczyk had agreed.  The captains of those ships didn’t like
it, but they didn’t have to.  The Fleet never demanded that its people like the
orders they were given, only that they obey them.  They had signed up for it,
after all.


“Ma’am.  Sanford is
picking up Machine ships moving in hyper VII, two light years from her
position.”


Sanford was a hyper VI destroyer out
on single patrol.  Her orders were to move ten or twelve light years, then drop
into normal space for a couple of days and just observe.  That way she wouldn’t
be picked up, if she were lucky, and could act as a remote sensor platform. 
The Fleet had platforms to do that, but none had instantaneous com assets like
a manned ship.  If a probe transmitted by grav pulse, the enemy knew they were
there, and could attack or avoid as they wanted.


“Any indication that the
Machines know where she is?” asked the anxious admiral.  The destroyer was a
hyper VI vessel, which meant she couldn’t get higher than the Machines.  If
they tracked on her and went into pursuit, with their greater starting velocity
and acceleration, they would probably catch and kill her.


“They don’t think so,
ma’am,” reported the Klassekian, who only a couple of years ago had never
imagined he would himself be in space, much less so far from his home star. 
“The enemy ships are on a reciprocal course and will pass near, but not very. 
They’re on a heading for this star.”


The central holo tank
changed views, showing the stars near the destroyer, a single bright point
blinking.


“Chief of staff.  Do we
have any idea what’s around that star?”


“None, ma’am,” said Commander Jason Wooddruft, who was also her group tactical
officer, reporting from CIC. “That’s one we haven’t visited, since there seemed
to be nothing of interest there.”


“Well,
there’s something of interest there now.  What do we have that we can get
there, quickly?”


“We have
Commodore Grigsley’s task force, ma’am.  One heavy cruiser, two lights and six
destroyers.  They can be there in two days.”


“Goddess,”
swore Mara.  “I was hoping we had something closer.  Okay, order them on their
way, and caution the commodore to not stick his nose into a trap.  No telling
what else they might have there.  HIMS New London has a wormhole
launcher, does it not?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Then let the
commodore know he is to keep his distance and probe them with fire if he sees
anything of interest.  And Sanford is to stay in place.  No telling what
might come along in the next couple of days.  I think we might want to move the
main force closer to that star as well.”


Mara looked
with satisfaction as her orders were transmitted and vector arrows and courses
appeared on the plot.  Most of her force would continue their sweeps, but she
had enough to scout that one star, and hopefully enough coming up to quickly
support them, if necessary.  She wasn’t sure if she wanted to find anything
there, but wishful thinking had nothing to do with reality. 


*     *     *


Commodore Nathanial
Grigsley stared at the local viewer that showed the space of the unnamed star
they had just translated out from.  It was a K class, a type that commonly had
worlds in the proper areas for life, though that was only a necessary but not
sufficient requirement.  There were worlds there, and all of the ships in the
squadron were training all sensors on every object they could detect.  They
knew there were Machine ships out there.  Or at least there should be, since
they had been detected entering this system, and there had been no trace of
them leaving.  That didn’t mean they hadn’t, but if they had they were still in
normal space, which meant they were close.


New London was a powerful vessel,
one point six million tons of the largest cruiser the Empire produced.  She had
two of the nine hundred thousand ton light cruisers with her, and six two
hundred and twenty thousand ton destroyers.  A total of almost five million
tons of warships.  He still wished he had a capital ship with him, a
battleship, or at least a battle cruiser.  But he had what he had, and the
admiral had wanted him to close on this system as soon as possible.  He had to
agree with her, and if he had been in command, he would have ordered the same. 
There had to be something here that interested the Machines.  And if not, there
were still Machine vessels here, somewhere.  The overall mission had always
been to destroy as many of them as possible.  That was the only possible step
on the path to extermination of them once and for all.


“I’m catching some
reflected starlight from the orbit of one of the planets, sir.”


“Any indication of life
on that world, Lieutenant?” he asked the young sensor officer.


“No sir,” she replied. 
“There is no atmosphere that I can detect, no light diffraction like you’d
expect an atmosphere to produce.  It’s dead.  But long-range view with grav
lens is showing something.”


“So it’s either a highly
reflective natural object in orbit,” said the commodore, staring at the viewer,
which was now centered on that planet.  “Or it’s something that doesn’t want to
be seen, and has failed at the job.”


No one spoke.  No one on
the bridge could say for sure what it was, so they were leaving the decision to
their commander, who sighed and looked over at the tactical officer.


“Do we have missiles in
the pipeline?”


“Yes, sir.  Do you want
me to give them a spread?”


What he really wanted was
for the officer to fire a single wormhole launched missile at the planet, set
to acquire and target whatever that was.  Unfortunately, the far-off launchers
were not configured that way.  There were thirty missiles in the tube,
accelerated by the magnetic rings along the thousand kilometer long launcher. 
When the far end of the wormhole that led to the endless loop was snatched out
of the way during the firing, a process that took nanoseconds, all of the
missiles would fly through and enter the wormhole linking to the ship.  There
was no way to send only one missile through.  It was all or nothing.  And it
was thought to be a waste of combat resources to have only one weapon in the
tube, since in most fights the launching ship would almost always want as many
missiles as they could get out of each firing cycle.


“Give them a spread. 
Then, when the next tube is ready, send one at this gas giant.  Then this one. 
Might as well cover the most likely bases.  Let’s see if we can flush the
roaches.”


Ten seconds later the
nose of the cruiser aligned with the planet, and thirty missiles erupted into
space traveling at point nine-five light.  They were programmed to go into a
wider spread formation as they neared the planet, covering as much of the
orbitals as they could, turning on active sensors on approach and going for
anything that looked interesting.  Not a standard attack, and they would be
seen on sensors from several light minutes out.  But the objective here was to
make the Machines go active and give themselves away.  If nothing appeared they
would think of something else, since absence of evidence wasn’t evidence of
absence.


The nose of the cruiser
realigned and let out another spread, this one heading for the innermost gas
giant.  Then another realignment, and a shot at the next gas giant out, the
final one.  Several hundred million Imperials of missiles were now heading at
targets that might not be there, mostly acting as probes.  And now all the
organic crew could do was wait and see.


In one hour and ten
minutes they got their first indication that there was indeed something here,
as over a score of graviton signatures erupted from around the innermost gas
giant, the first target the missiles were due to approach.  More graviton
signals appeared on the plot as the Machine ships fired their own missiles,
most heading out to challenge the wormhole weapons that were already
maneuvering to hit the active ships, the rest heading out toward the Imperial
squadron.


“Tell the admiral that we
got a reaction.  The kitchen light is on and the roaches are scattering.”


The missiles approaching
the outer gas giant went in with no reaction, eliminating it as a prime target,
though it would still be checked out much closer when the admiral’s force got
here.  The ones that headed for the rocky inner world got a reaction, and
almost fifty Machine ships started moving and firing.  Twenty-nine missiles
fell off the plot, victims of defensive fire.  Moments later the final one fell
off as well, taking a Machine cruiser with it.


“Tactical,” called out
the commodore, looking over at that officer.  “What do we have?”


“A total of seventy-one
vessels, sir.  Twenty-three capital class, nineteen cruiser class, and
twenty-nine scout class.”


“Shit,” cried out the
sensor officer.  “Um, I’m sorry, sir.”


“You just beat me to it
by a couple of seconds, Lieutenant.”  The commodore swore under his breath,
then looked at the com officer.  He also had a Klassekian com tech aboard, but
for this he preferred the wormhole.  “Get Admiral Montgomery on the com,
please.”


*     *     *


“I understand,
Commodore,” she responded, looking into the anxious eyes of the man.  “Your
orders are to maintain sensor contact with the Machine force, but do not under
any circumstance allow them to get you into a missile duel.  Is that clear?”


“Yes, ma’am,” said the
officer, relief on his face.


Can’t blame you a bit,
Nathanial,
thought Mara.  He had never served under her before, and only knew her by
reputation.  And part of her reputation was as a crazily audacious scout
commander, willing to take any risk for glory.  That wasn’t quite accurate.  She
would take risks, but only after weighing the benefits completely.  He
probably was afraid I would order him to attack a force that outmassed his by
more than ten.


“I want you to continue
to launch wormhole missiles as long as you can.  If their weapons get too
close, retreat into hyper, then come out somewhere else and bring them under
fire.  Repeat as necessary.  And we should be there in another thirteen hours.”


“And if they run from the
system, and split up?”


“Then follow as best you
may, but don’t let them close with you.  You know what that means?”  She wanted
to make sure that this officer didn’t try to do something that got him into
trouble he couldn’t get out of.


The commodore nodded.


“Good man.”  She thought
he got the plan.  The Machines really couldn’t go any faster in hyper than his
ships, though they could accelerate much faster, up to over a thousand
gravities.  Which meant that a smaller imperial force had to maintain proper
distance so they couldn’t be run down.  Sometimes easier said than done, but an
experienced tactician like the commodore should have no problem with it.


“We will be approaching
the system from this direction,” she said, nodding to her com officer to send
the information.  “Anything approaching from any other vector is not us, no
matter what the resonance is.”


So far the Machines had
not tried to spoof them using Imperial resonances.  Mostly, she was sure, that
was because spoofing like that meant not running their own propulsion systems
to full efficiency.  But it would only take once to surprise them and hurt them
badly.


“Keep them busy,
Nathanial.  And we’ll be there to destroy them.  Mara out.”


Montgomery sat back in
her chair, feeling hunger pangs, realizing that she hadn’t eaten in almost
twenty hours.  She could order some food sent up to the bridge, but she hated
eating here.  No, it would be better to eat in the officer’s mess.  Or better
yet, in one of the crew messes, where she could be seen and heard, while seeing
and hearing the people who actually ran her flagship.  It would be good for
morale as well.


Her ship was one of the
newest hyper VII battleships, sixteen million tons, one million more than a
standard VI.  It had more or less the same dimensions, the same interior spaces
and layout, maybe just a little less so they could cram in more power
conduction and storage units.  She had been mostly deployed to battle cruisers,
and both types of capital ship provided flag officers with simply luxurious
quarters, which was fantastic when they could use them.  She didn’t think she
had used her quarters for more than six hours since this campaign had started,
taking meals in her office, or sleeping on the configurable couch that was
provided there.  This was the first time she had commanded a force this large,
though she had controlled forces even more spread out.  And the stress of this
kind of deployment was starting to affect her.


Crew turned as she
entered the mess after riding a lift down to the deck.  People started to jump
to their feet as a petty officer opened his mouth to shout the order for
attention. There were at least a hundred people in the hall, which had room for
twice that number.  But then the crew ate in shifts, and there was more than
one enlisted mess aboard.


“At ease, everybody,”
shouted Montgomery before the PO could speak, waving her hands for them to
sit.  “This is your break time, so just pretend I’m merely another crewman.”


Like they could really do
that,
she thought with a smile.  They could never forget that she was the god of the
battle group, with the power of life and death over all of them.  Not in the
way the Gorgansha exercised it, of course.  She couldn’t just order someone
shot, unless they were a clear danger to the ship or the mission.  Due process
had to be followed.  But she could order any and every ship in the force to
throw itself into a sure loss situation.  That was a power that weighed heavily
on most officers.  Her reputation was of someone who would do whatever it took
to win without a thought for the casualties.  On the surface that was true, but
many had been the night she had cried in her cabin for the lives she had
ordered sacrificed.  That was something she had in common with Bednarczyk. 
Both had the tough as duralloy facade, and both could see beneath the exterior
of the other.


“What’s good today,
Chief?” she asked a senior NCO.


“The lasagna is
excellent, ma’am” said the man, not as discomfited as most of the other people
in the large dining hall.  Chiefs were used to being around officers, even high
rankers, and they had the time in service to have seen this behavior out of
superiors before.


“Then that’s what I’ll
have,” said the admiral, walking up to the serving line to grab a tray.  The
master cook looked out of the kitchen, a nervous expression on his face, while
the two crew on the serving line looked like they were about to faint.


“The lasagna, please,”
she said, looking at the tray the food was being served out of.  “And some of
those beans.  And of course, some garlic bread.”


The pair went to work,
the man making sure she got the best looking portion of lasagna still in the
tray, the woman making sure the beans and the garlic bread were still hot. 
Mara nodded to them and headed for a table, one that was mostly full with only
a couple of open spaces.


“Continue with your
conversations,” she said as she took a seat, then took an experimental bite of
the main course.  It was delicious.  One thing about the Fleet one could take
for granted was the food, always good, always plentiful, at least aboard a
warship or a base.  The people in fighters and the Marines didn’t always get
the best due to the necessities of combat deployment, but when they were aboard
ship they did.  She sometimes shuddered when she thought about what the army
got while they were in the field, though their rations in base were just as
good.


“Spacer,” she said,
looking at a young woman seated next to her in a shipboard skinsuit with the
emblem of engineering on her collar.  “What do you think of this deployment?”


“Ma’am?”


“What do you think about
being deployed out here on the ass end of nowhere, risking your life fighting
murder Machines?” asked Mara before taking a bite of garlic bread.


“I think it’s a good
thing someone is out here, ma’am.  After all, those damned things need to be
destroyed.  But..”


The spacer hesitated, and
Mara smiled at her.  She wanted to know what the woman really thought.  That
was why she was here, instead of eating in the officers’ mess, or the admiral’s
cabin.  “Speak up, spacer.  No one will take exception to what you have to
say.”  As long as it’s not disrespectful, thought Mara.  Then your
chief will rip you a new one after I leave.


“I wish I were back at
the main front, ma’am.  Fighting the Cacas.  I have people back in Sector IV. 
I had other people there who are no longer alive.”


“I’m so sorry, Spacer
Negron,” said Mara, looking up the name on her implant, reaching out to put a
hand on the woman’s shoulder.  “I doubt there’s anyone out here who hasn’t lost
someone.  I lost a lot of people I cared about when they first struck.”  As she
talked the images of lost friends and crew mates moved through her mind. 
Officers she had served under and with.  Young officers and enlisted who had
shown so much promise, their futures snuffed out in a war of annihilation.


The spacer nodded, then
looked back at her plate.


“I wish I was back there
as well,” Mara told the people at the table.  “I would prefer to be leading
raids into the supply lines of the Cacas.  But I’m an officer in the Emperor’s
Fleet, and I’ve taken oaths to obey.  The same as all of you have.  And I
really didn’t want to have to fight the damned merciless Machines we lost so
many centuries ago.  And so, when I was told to come out here and serve under
Admiral Bednarczyk, I didn’t complain that I was being wasted.  I’ve served
under Beata Bednarczyk in the past, and knew of her quality.  But you know
what.  This is an important battle zone as well.”  She looked back at the young
spacer, who had taken a bite since she had spoken.


“Are you religious,
Spacer Negron?”


“I was raised Reformed
Catholic, ma’am.”


Mara nodded.  That was
the largest religious denomination in the Empire.  The Emperor belonged to it,
and all the emperors before him.  It was the semi-official state religion, but
it was not a mandated faith by any means.  Everyone in the Empire was free to
worship anything or nothing as they wished, as long as it didn’t bring harm to
anyone else.  “And what does your faith tell you about life?”


“It tells us that all
life is sacred, and to be protected.  Sometimes killing is necessary, but only
to protect.”


“And I was raised in the
Wiccan church, Spacer Negron, and we hold nothing more sacred than life
itself.  And that is what we are doing out here.  Protecting life itself.  One
day we’ll all be able to go back to the Empire, and then we can liberate all
those poor souls the Cacas have enslaved.”


Everyone was looking at
her, and she thought she knew what was going through their minds.  What about
these people who they had taken on as allies?  They kept slaves.  But no one
spoke about that, because they were allies.


“Admiral,” came a call
over the comm.  “You’re needed on the bridge.”


Mara looked at her
half-finished meal, regretfully, and got to her feet.  “Duty calls.  But remember
what I said.  What we’re doing out here is important.”


She headed for the exit,
hearing hushed whispers behind her.


“The old lady never
catches a break, does she?”


And she was all smiles on
the way down the corridor, having achieved her goal of connecting with some of
the crew.


*     *     *


“What do you have?” asked
Montgomery as she came quick stepping onto the flag bridge.


“Sanford is
picking up another group of Machine vessels moving in the direction of the
target system that New London is in,” said the com officer, looking back
at the admiral.


Mara walked over to the
plot to see what was displayed there, and zoomed into the area in question. 
She glanced back at the com officer, sitting next to one of the Klassekian
techs at their station.  She actually had a half dozen of the aliens aboard. 
She still wasn’t sure how they had jury-rigged the complicated system that
allowed her to talk with every ship in her force, as well as every other battle
group commander and high command.  Wormholes were a big part of it, allowing
them to send unlimited masses of data through to the Donut, no matter
what the wormhole was currently being used for.  From there it entered other
wormholes and was transmitted to the intended target, if it had one as well. 
But less than two hundred ships in this fleet had access to that net.  Ships
within normal com range of them could also take advantage of the fast long
range com, but things got complicated when many ships were from light hours to
a hundred light years from a vessel equipped with a wormhole.  That was where
the aliens came in, with their wonderful ability of being able to contact
others of their kind no matter how far away.  Unfortunately, it only worked
with their birth siblings, those they had shared the womb with.


Klassekians were born in
groups of from eight to twelve, all genetically identical to their siblings.
They only separated from their siblings about a month into the growth process,
and their minds were connected up to that point at the quantum level, which
gave them those abilities.  They could see through the eyes of their siblings,
hear through their ears, read their very thoughts.  And with training they
could project the images they saw through the implants Imperial science had
provided to their people.  The Empire tended to only recruit the larger sibling
groups, though attrition could make them smaller, quickly.  At least two of the
siblings were housed in protected command and control facilities, so their
contact with their brothers or sisters couldn’t be taken out.  The fleet
probably had, including those assigned to inertialess fighters, five thousand
of the aliens in the net.  It was a confusing hodgepodge, but it seemed to
work, and work well.


“How many?” asked Mara
when she didn’t see that data on the plot.


“At least thirty of them,
ten of them capital vessels.”  The Klassekian looked back with a shocked
expression on his face.  “They’re hyper VII vessels all, and coming in on a
course to cut Commodore Grigsley off.”


“By the Goddess, no.”


Grigsley was supposed to
be able to jump into hyper and get away if the Machines in the system got to
close.  If he had something coming in that could get higher in the dimensions
than he could, escape might be impossible.


“How far are they from
the system?  And when will Grigsley be able to detect them?”  Which would have
to be further out than they could detect the commodore if he jumped into hyper.


“The commander of the Sanford
is predicting they are fourteen hours from the system in hyper VII, ma’am,”
stated the com tech, who had been a computer programmer on Klassek before the
arrival of the Empire.  “Probably a little more if they want to actually enter
the system.”


Mara nodded.  If she had
to bet, they were going to enter the system.  If she was lucky they not only
would enter, but would go deep into it, unable to escape when the rest of her
force showed up at their doorstep.  And what the hell is so interesting about
that system? She thought.  Grigsley had not reported any industrial
infrastructure in that system, which didn’t mean there was none.  But if it was
extensive there would be no way to hide it.


“Send these orders to
Commodore Grigsley,” she said, looking over at the com officer, who would be
using the wormhole network for this transmission.  “And make sure he has all
the data we have.”


*     *     *


“Dammit.  Why in the hell
did they have to come along now?”


The commodore had the
force in the system more or less trapped, even though they outnumbered and
outmassed him.  With his wormhole launcher he essentially had unlimited
misiles.  Not unlimited in the short haul, since the launchers would run out of
ready weapons and have to accelerate more up to speed, which took time.  But he
could fire high relativistic missiles until the universe died heat death
without having to go back to a base and resupply.  Maybe not that long,
thought the commodore with a quick smile.  He doubted any of the species around
now would still be around then.  Having studied xenosociology at the academy,
he didn’t think any intelligent species could last more than a million years,
if that long.  Most didn’t last more than a couple of thousand years as a
technological species.


“Send an all ships
command.  Prepare to fire all missiles at the enemy.  And they are to follow us
back into the outer reaches.”


“We’ll be dry of long
range assets, sir,” said his exec from CIC.  “Is that a good idea?”


“Good idea or not, that’s
what Admiral Montgomery ordered.  So that’s what we’ll do.  Unless you have
further objections, XO.”


“No, sir.”


“I thought you might say
that.  We’ll jump into hyper after we fire everything we have, then drop back
down as soon as we get out of translation detection range for the system.  We
will reconfigure our wormhole to take on missiles from the Donut, and
resupply while we await the admiral.  Understood?”


All of the ships started
to fire, the cruisers, heavy and light, putting out hundreds of cruiser class
missiles apiece, the destroyers each putting out just over a hundred destroyer
class missiles.  It wasn’t really all that much of a missile swarm, not compare
to what fleets put out, but it would cause some damage and disruption to the
Machines.  And New London put out all the preaccelerated missiles she
could, until those launchers back at the Donut had no more to send until
they could accelerate more.  By that time they were at the proper velocity for
a jump, dumping some sensor buoys behind to monitor the system.  The buoys
could only communicate by grav pulse, and so could be found and destroyed.  But
only a couple of them would transmit at a time, which would tell a couple of
others it was their turn next, and so on, until all fifty of the buoys they had
left behind on diverging orbits had been destroyed.  By that time the admiral’s
force should be here.


“Jumping, now,” called
out the helm.  The lights dimmed, not due to lack of power as much as the
general disruption caused by transiting the dimensions.  Nausea came and passed
for all crew members, and then they were in hyper II, heading out.  With luck
they would be back out into normal space before the new enemy force got within
detection range of them.


*     *     *


“Any idea what they’re up
to, Mara?”


“Not a clue, ma’am.  But
this system must mean something to them if they’re committing almost a hundred
ships to it.  It can’t be because they’re interested in killing the life zone
world in it.  That’s already long dead.”


“Damned peculiar,” said
Beata Bednarczyk.  “I’d like to find out before we kill them all.”


“I could order Grigsley
to continue to observe from far outside the system, while we drop into normal
out of detection range and wait.  Of course, that’ll mean we won’t be able to
do anything else for a few days.”


“I don’t think we’re
going to be through in this region any time soon, admiral.  And if they’re up
to something, I want to know.”  Beata looked at the plot she had been studying
over and over again for twelve hours each day, trying to find a pattern to the
Machines that she might be able to use against them.  So far, no luck, and it
was still a war of attrition over millions of cubic light years.  They were
winning, taking out a hundred times the mass of Machines for what they lost. 
She still really didn’t care for this kind of war, since the enemy they were
fighting had no thought for itself, no fear.  All they could do to them was destroy
them, and they would have to destroy every single one.


“Just keep a watch on
them, and monitor your other forces, the ones that aren’t with you.  You might
consider getting them to converge on your location as well, in case there’s
something dangerous in that system we don’t know about.”


*     *     *


“So far, nothing, ma’am,”
said Commodore Grigsley into the com.  “The new force came in and started into
the system, and as far as we can tell, they’re just congregating around the
innermost gas giant.  They haven’t even sent scouts out to look over the outer
system, even though they must suspect we have something out here watching
them.”


“Okay.  We’ll wait one
more day, then I’m bringing in the rest of the battle group and we’ll finish
them.  I’ve got eighty percent of my command waiting out here, and I’m not
willing to let them wait much longer.  There’s too much work to do in this
region.”


“I agree, ma’am.  I’m not
really scout force or exploration command myself.  Nothing against them, or
you, but I prefer to be shooting something.”


Mara laughed.  That was
the attitude of most of the fleet, those who were not members of scout force. 
Most of them didn’t realize that scout force commanders also had that attitude,
but they would rather destroy lightly guarded convoys and command facilities
than go toe to toe with heavy task groups.  She just thought it was a smarter
way to fight, and in the long run did as much to erode enemy capabilities as
the other way.


“Something is going on
around the gas giant, sir,” called a voice in the background.


“We’re picking up images
of something happening in orbit around the gas giant, ma’am.  Or at least
something starting to happen over twelve hours ago.”


“Can you tell what it
is?”


“Not really.  But here’s
our take.”


Mara looked at the video
as it appeared on a local flat screen.  The view was really too far away to get
a good three-dimensional image, so the holo really wasn’t needed, and the two
dimensions gave better resolution.  At first she wasn’t sure what she was
looking at.  Then it started to make sense.


The moon close into the
gas giant had already been undergoing construction for quite some time, but it
hadn’t been powered up yet, and therefore hadn’t been detected by the
commodore’s squadron.  But the Machines were still building the infrastructure
on the moon, while ships brought ores out from the asteroid belt and other
vessels gathered hydrogen from the giant.  None of the vessels were the
specialty ships that humans used for industrial functions, similar to those
that had been spotted in other Machine systems.  But obviously their warships
could be configured on the fly for numerous other uses.


“That looks like a
supermetal production facility going up, and it’s almost ready to go,” said
Mara, pointing at the detailed image of the body.


“I wonder why they aren’t
using it yet?” asked Grigsley.  “They should have started production on three
quarters of the facility by now.”


“They don’t want us to
discover it until its ready to roll,” said the admiral, sure that she was
correct.  “And they built it in an otherwise unremarkable, unindustrialized
system, where we weren’t likely to look.”


“But, why, ma’am?”


“Because they need
supermetals to convert their entire fleet to hyper VII.  And they know we’re
hitting every one we can find in their industrialized systems.  So they build
them elsewhere.”


The admiral looked at the
plot, at all the millions of stars in this region.  Maybe a couple thousand had
habitable planets, but most of them had planets.  And the great majority of
those had asteroid belts and gas giants, and cold moons.  Millions of
possibilities, and now any of them could hide a Machine supermetal facility,
just about to go into production.  Or already in production.


“Damn, I’ve got to tell
the fleet admiral about this.  And we will be there in fourteen hours.  As soon
as you detect us coming in I want you to jump and get to the barrier.  Then
you’re to send every wormhole missile you have at that thing.”


The commodore
acknowledged and the holo died, leaving Mara alone with her thoughts for a
moment.  Thinking about how this war might have gone from impossible to
unwinable.


“Get me the admiral on
the horn,” she ordered.  She didn’t have to tell the com people which admiral. 
When she used that tone, she meant the only one in command at this front.


*     *     *


“All ships have dropped
into normal space,” called out the navigation officer.


“Very good,” replied
Commodore Grigsley, looking at the plot of the system.  They were now too far
out to pick up the graviton emissions of the ships operating in the system,
which meant the Machines wouldn’t be able to pick up theirs out here, though
they had to have picked up the movement in hyper and their jumps.


“Any sign of the other
Machine force?”


“No, sir.  Not yet.”


Which was also good news,
since that force, traveling in VII, would be detected about the same time as
their translation down to normal space from V.  Which meant the Machine force
coming in wouldn’t have picked up his translation.  The other Machines in the
system, able to pick up that translation, might tell them when they came into
normal space.  But by that time they would have slowly cruised to another
location, several light minutes from where they were now.  And then they could
lie silent in space, pumping all of their waste heat outward through
microwaves.


Eighteen minutes after
they had dropped into normal space the resonances of vessels moving in hyper
VII were picked up.  The Machines hit the barrier, then started to stair step
down through the dimensions, using their maximum decel and accel to move
through as quickly as possible and finally fall out of hyper and into normal
space.


As soon as they entered
normal space they started boosting for the inner system.  Minutes later a dozen
ships started to change vector, heading out to the general region where
Griglsey’s force was located.  It would still take them over an hour to kill
their velocity into the system before they could start back out, and the
commodore felt secure where he was.  And if they did find him?  He thought he
had enough to destroy that force at range with his wormhole launched missiles,
and if not, the admiral would get here by then.


“Send to the admiral. 
Enemy force has arrived.  Append all data we have to the transmission.”


Now it was a matter of
sitting and watching, and making sure the admiral had the benefit of their
observations on the way in.  Of course, the visual observations were over
twelve hours old, though the graviton tracks were immediate.


There was a lot of
activity around the gas giant, and all they could do was speculate what was
going on.  Were they continuing construction, or had they decided to pack it up
and pull out, knowing that the humans had to be on the way?  He would only know
when Montgomery’s force arrived and his group could again jump for the system.


*     *     *


“Commodore Grigsley
reporting no change to the Machine stance, ma’am.” Reported the com officer.


“That’s strange,” she
murmured, looking at the plot.  The Machines had to know she was out here,
heading in, stair stepping through the dimensions.  And they had to know this
was a force that could destroy them and their supermetal production facility.  What
the hell are they up to?


“Has Grigsley seen
anything that might threaten us on emergence from hyper?”


“He’s not reporting
anything, ma’am.”


“Damn.”  Mara thought
about what they might be able to do to her force.  They had the entire
perimeter of their system to cover, and they couldn’t have known what vector
she was coming in on until just over an hour before.  Not enough time to get
anything to the perimeter.  Or was it?  The Machines weren’t as intelligent as
humans, though they were cunning and able to process information at an
incredible rate.


“Order all ships to jump
back into normal space at the hyper II barrier.”


“Hyper II, ma’am,” said
the com officer, a confused look on his face.


“I’m suspicious,
Lieutenant.  And when I’m suspicious, I like to play it safe.”


The timer ticked down,
and the information coming in continued to show no change in the machine
stance.  They had to know she was coming in, they had to realize a battle was
about to happen.  So why weren’t they getting ready?


“Jumping, now,” called
out the navigator.


The lights dimmed and the
portals opened in space, letting the more than two hundred warships drop down
into the black medium lit by the millions of tiny pinpoints of stars.  The
passive sensors picked up nothing, at first, and Mara thought that she might
have been jumping at shadows.  And then the drives of thousands of large
Machine weapons lit up, right at the hyper I barrier.


“How did you know,
ma’am?” asked the tactical officer, turning and looking at her with a
questioning expression.


“I didn’t.  But they have
to have noticed our tendencies as well, and it was only a matter of time.”


Mara looked at the plot,
waiting to see what else might be out there, then deciding that what she was
seeing had to be it.


“Jump back into hyper.  I
want us to work up to a point five light minutes ahead of where they’ll be, and
prepare to blow those missiles out of space.”


It wasn’t a long trip in,
and the vessels were sure what they were going to find when they jumped back
in.  The enemy weapons were on the way out, changing their vectors slightly to
reacquire their targets.  Unfortunately for them, the targets were still over
fifteen minutes away.  The Imperial ships opened fired with long range assets
as soon as they were in normal space, letting off streams of wormhole launched
missiles.  Over half were blown out of space before they got into counter
missile range, where most of the rest were taken down.  The few that made it
past the counters fell to beam weapons, and the Machine ambush had met with
total failure.


“Now target everything in
the system,” she ordered.  “I don’t want there to be a circuit board left when
we leave.


 


 
















Chapter Seventeen


 


The passion for destruction is also a creative
passion. Mikhail Bakunin


 


MACHINE SPACE:  NOVEMBER 6TH, 1002.


 


Captain Hishry Tamamurta
watched as the Exterminator moved into position a couple of light seconds
outside the photosphere of the target star.  It was a G class, one of the best
stars to locate a habitable planet around, since it gave out plentiful energy,
had a wide enough Goldilocks zone, and had a long enough life span for
complicated life forms to evolve.  K class also had a significant life span,
much longer than a G, but with a much narrower life zone.  F was also a
candidate, but they were much shorter lived, the more energetic of them lasting
little more than two and a half billion years.  Not impossible for advanced
life, but not as probable.


He looked at the holo of
what had been the inhabitable planet of this system, before the Machines got
here.  They had left it a lifeless world, still possessing an atmosphere, and
oceans, but nothing to fly through the sky or swim those seas.  The atmosphere
had still been a mix of oxygen and nitrogen, though the oxygen would eventually
be leached out of the air by geologic and mineralogical process, and with no
plants it would not be replaced.  That would have taken thousands of years,
maybe longer, but it would have happened.


Now it had been worked
over by the Fleet in order to destroy the Machines.  The seas had boiled away
from exposure to magma rising from the missile strikes, clouding the atmosphere
and obscuring the surface.  Bright lights could be seen through the cloud
cover, hot spots on continents and ocean beds where the missiles, coming in at
high relativistic speeds, had punched through.  There were still spouts of
magma rising above the clouds, some of it going out of the atmosphere and into
suborbital trajectories, to eventually fall back to the ground.  The world was
dead, thousands of degrees above its original temperature, and would remain
that way for thousands of years.  Possibly forever, if it went into a
greenhouse meltdown.  It was a shame, a once living world that could have
someday been terraformed.  A total waste, and all due to the Machines.


“We’re ready to initiate,
Captain,” came the call over the com.  “All crew have reported in to their
secure stations.”


Which meant they had all
reached ships more than a light minute away from the Exterminator.   To stay
aboard the Exterminator while it was in operation meant death, since it
generated the most powerful magnetic field known to humans, and there was no
conceivable form of shielding that would protect anyone on the device.


“Then we’re ready to go,”
said Tamamurta.  “Sending the signal, now.”


The Exterminator switched
on, projecting its magnetic field through the surface of the star, digging
deeper as the field increased in strength.  It took several minutes for the
field to reach full strength.  Soon after the surface of the star was reacting
to the probe of the magnetic field, churning the core, increasing the fusion.


“Estimating flares in
eleven minutes,” shouted out one of the officers running the sensors in the
battle cruiser’s command bridge.


That matched what the
engineering captain had predicted from previous trials.  A couple of hours
and we’ll be through here, he thought.  And then we can move on to the
next one, and the one after that.  It seemed like an endless task.


The admiral had wanted
him, or someone, to develop something that was more efficient than this huge
device that sucked up so many resources.  He didn’t see how.  He had stretched
theory in the development of this thing.  He didn’t really see how they could
stretch it further.  It would be up to someone a hell of a lot smarter than he
was, and since he was rated a high genius, that person would have to be among
the most brilliant ever.


And now Admiral
Montgomery had found out that the Machines were spreading into other systems,
building supermetal and antimatter production facilities.  Every one of those
systems could be expanded into major industrial bases.  And any that still had
any kind of memory core, and a population of nanites, could rebuild the
Machines, no matter what the Empire did to the rest of them.  Enough nanites
could form their own memory core, or they could use a crystalline structure
that wouldn’t be able to work on its own, but could definitely work with enough
nanites to infiltrate it.


An impossible task, he thought again.  The
only way they could kill them all would be to make sure all the macro examples
of the Machines were vaporized, and then cause some sort of megaflare that
would permeate all of local space for hundreds of light years in every
direction.


He thought of gamma ray
bursts, the enormous energy releases of a super or hypernova that turned into a
rapidly spinning black hole or neutron star.  That wouldn’t work, mainly due to
the fact that the Empire didn’t have the means of creating a supernova, much
less a hypernova, and probably never would.  Plus, there were two problems with
gamma ray bursts.  First off, they could only travel at light speed, just like
any other radiation, so covering an area a hundred light years radius would
take a century.  And not only would it be deadly to unshielded circuits.  It
could also be extremely dangerous to living things.  It would wipe life off of
worlds within tens of light years, and totally disrupt the ecologies of those
further out.  Maybe something to do with hyperspace, thought the
engineer, wondering if that would be a productive line of inquiry.  If only…


“Captain Tamamurta,”
called out a voice on the com.  “Outer picket ships are picking up vessels
moving toward the system in hyper.  Machine ships, and they’re signaling that
there are a lot of them.”


Tamamurta felt the shiver
of panic running through him.  He had a force of thirty ships total, four
battle cruisers, ten heavy and light cruisers, the rest destroyers.  All they
had thought would be needed to shepherd the Exterminator to its targets and
protect it from small machine patrols, all they had ever thought they would run
into.  If this was a Machine battle force, they might be in for some trouble. 
He didn’t doubt his force would be able to get away if they started boosting
for the other side of the star’s hyper limit, especially since it would take
several hours for the enemy to move from detection range to the barrier.  But
they couldn’t haul the Exterminator that far at a very high rate of
acceleration.  They might lose it, and there was no way in hell he was going to
abandon it.


“What do you want to do,
sir?” asked the chief technician from the other side of the control room.


“Keep processing the
star.  I want this thing set off.  At least we can get this system cleared, no
matter what they do.”


“Commodore Borislav is on
the com, sir.”


Borislav was in charge of
the covering force, although Tamamurta had been given overall command of the
mission, the directive coming directly from Admiral Bednarczyk.  Which didn’t
mean the commodore wouldn’t try to pull rank over a mere captain if she thought
it necessary.


And she probably will, if
I know her. 
“Put her on the com.”


“You heard, Captain?”


“Yes, ma’am.  But I think
we’ll still have time to detonate the flare from this star.”


“You’re sure?  I’m
estimating that we need to unass this place now, if we want to get away.”


“And if we unass this
place now, we lose the device.  And you know how the admiral will feel about
that.”


Tamamurta knew he had
taken the proper tact as soon as he saw the woman’s face.  She knew what she
wanted to do, save her command from action with a superior force.  But she also
knew what holy hell Bednarczyk would raise if their only device was lost.


The first flare rose from
the surface of the star, followed moments later by another.  Neither were all
that large as far as solar flares went, which meant they were still enormous,
but not large enough.  In the next minutes that changed, as flares the size of
which this star wouldn’t experience more than once in thousands of years were
rising into space, still dropping back into the photosphere for the most past,
though some of the plasma was rising up and away.


“We’ve just received a
message from Commodore Chung, Captain,” said Commodore Borislav, her
holographic face appearing again in the air in front of the engineer.  “He
reports that he’s on the tail of the enemy force, and will be doing a pass by
attack before they reach us.”


Commodore Jassiah Chung
was in charge of a small but powerful hyper VII force, cut loose on his own to
find and destroy Machine groups.  His hyper VII battleship King Louis XII,
one of the fastest and best defended ships in the region, was his flag, and
more than a match for any Machine vessel short of a planet killer.


“Will he be able to stop
them?”


“Probably not,” said the
commodore.  “They’re larger than his force, but he should be able to whittle
them down a bit.  And he’ll be able to enter the system an hour or so after
they do.”


So all we have to do is
hold out for an hour,
thought the engineer.  Which might be easier said than done, if they launched a
swarm of missiles at the Exterminator.


All he could do now was
concentrate on the task at hand, making sure everything went according to plan
as they kept stirring up the star.


“We’re getting some big
ones now, sir,” said the chief tech.  “Everything going according to schedule.”


Tamamurta was tempted for
a few moments to do something to speed the process up.  There was still some
reserve built into the process, about ten percent.  He could get everything
going ten minutes ahead of time if he pushed the device to its limits.  But did
he dare.


“Increase power by two
percent,” he ordered, meeting the stares of the control staff.  “Just do it.”


The chief nodded, turning
back to his board and pushing the power levers forward incrementally.  It
didn’t seem to make any difference, as the flares continued to rise along the
predicted path for minutes.


“Raise it another two
percent.”


This time the chief did
it without question, though his shoulders tightened in response to the stress.


Thirty seconds later
another flare rose among the many, this one almost double the size of the one
before.  It was followed in less than a minute by dozens more, the size growing
by the moment.


“It’s going to blow,”
yelled out the chief tech, not in horror, but in triumph.  There was no way
they were going to blow up the star.  What they could accomplish was limited by
the power of the device, but mostly by the size of the star, which didn’t lend
itself to explosions like novas and their bigger brothers, supernovas.


Without warning it
happened.  Not quite the level of nova, the bubble of plasma blasted from the
surface of the star was still impressive, more energy than could be released by
a hundred thousand ship killer warheads, though not as concentrated.  The
plasma was off, heading out to interact with all the objects in the system,
killing any unshielded electronics.


“Power it down,” ordered
the captain.


The chief pulled the
power levers back, controlling the device at a distance.  It took thirty
seconds for the signal to reach the device, while several bubbles rose and
ejected, sending more plasma out into the system.  Quadrillions of tons of
plasma, seemingly enormous to the ants who looked on the mass of the star from
their infinitesimal point of view.  To the star it was nothing, not even a
trillionth of its mass, and it soon settled back down to its normal state, with
some added agitation that would last a few weeks before dying out.


“Get ready to move the
Exterminator,” ordered the engineer.


“Will we have the time,
sir?” asked the captain of the battle cruiser over the com.


She’s worried about her
own ship and crew,
thought Tamamurta.  He didn’t blame her, but he had the device to worry about.


“You and the other ships
will mate up with the Exterminator, Captain.  And you will move the it to the
other side of the star before the Machines get here.  Am I loud and clear?”


“Understood,” she said,
not bothering to add an honorific sir onto the end.  The engineer might be her
superior by order, by not by rank.


It took almost a half an
hour for the battle cruisers to match orbits and mate with the device, too
close to the star for comfort.  And, though they would normally start by
boosting away from the star, this time they continued around it only light
seconds from the photosphere.  It took another half an hour to get around the
star, soaking up heat the entire way.  Once there they backed off another
fifteen light seconds, allowing them to radiate most of the heat away, though
they would remain over baseline for quite some time.


We’re safe, for the
moment,
thought Tamamurta, looking at the plot that showed the enemy transitioning back
into normal space.  Not as large a force, thanks to Commodore Chung, they still
outnumbered his escort force three to one, and outmassed them by more than
four.  The ships would come under fire any moment, and while his device was
safe from direct long-range fire, the enemy would still see where they had been
two hours before, and know where they had gone.  If they got past all of the
other ships they would find and destroy the Exterminator.


Tamamurta considered his
situation.  He could hold the four battle cruisers close as a last defense, not
allowing them to aid their fellows with their greater firepower.  Or he could
start them on their way toward the barrier and hope to escape.  They would come
under fire before they could make it, and the Exterminator made a big target
with not much in the way of intrinsic defense.  Or he could let them go back
around the star and join in the battle.  They might not be enough to win it on their
own, but they could help the force hold on until Chung arrive to add his
firepower to the mix.


“I think the device will
be safe here on its own for some time, Commodore,” Tamamurta relayed to
Borislav, on the other side of the star with the rest of her command.  “I
believe you can use these battle cruisers.”


“Yes.  Yes, I can.  And
you will be?”


“On one of the battle
cruisers.  I don’t think I’m needed on the device, and I think you might be
able to use me.”  Tamamurta had no illusions about his abilities.  He was one
of the best engineers in the Fleet, and would be an asset to any ship involved
in battle.


The Machine force opened
fire on the Imperial ships they could detect as soon as they acquired.  The
Imperial ships that had been targeted fired back as soon as they detected the
missiles heading their way.  Borislav’s flagship, the only one in the force
with a wormhole, let loose a stream of preaccelerated missiles, following with
another every thirty seconds until the launchers feeding her portal were
empty.  Meanwhile, the ships the Machines could see were running for whatever
cover they could find, asteroids and moons in the outer system.  Some would
make it, some wouldn’t, and they all continued to fire as they maneuvered.


When the four battle cruisers
came around the star the Machines opened fire on them, sending thousands of
their new, smaller, better accelerating weapons at the humans.  The battle
cruisers started to fire back, and soon space was filled with the plots of
missiles going back and forth, all at least hours away from contact.


A half an hour after the
last preaccelerated missiles left the tubes of the one wormhole launcher, more
were ready, and she went through another firing evolution.  And over again,
taking advantage of everything it could put out.  Three hours from the opening
salvo the first of the preaccelerated missiles struck, getting a trio of kills
and inflicting damage on some other vessels.  Thirty seconds later the next
group came in, but the Machines were better prepared, and only lost a single
vessel.  Some of the later strikes accomplished nothing, others took out more
ships, but they slowly whittled the enemy force down.


Six hours into the fight
the first signals from the flare reached the Machines, which immediately began
to boost for the star at their maximum acceleration.


They know what we have
here,
thought Tamamurta, looking at the plot.  They might not know the exact location
of the Exterminator, but they knew it wasn’t in sight, and they knew it must be
in hiding.  And since it hadn’t had the time to get away from the star, it had
to be on the other side.  They would get to it and destroy it if they had their
way.  It was a prime target, and taking it out would disrupt the plans of the
humans.  Their survival meant nothing compared to the mission, and they would
brush aside everything in their way.


“They’re after the
Exterminator, ma’am,” said Tamamurta into the com, his words sent over by the
Klassekian com tech aboard the battle cruiser.  “We have to stop them.”


“I’ll give it my best
try, Captain,” said Borislav, her words coming through the com tech.  “But my
best try might not be enough.”


Tamamurta cursed under
his breath.  He knew the force would give its all, all that could be asked of
it.  But they wouldn’t be making suicide attacks on the Machines.  They would
fight a battle that would risk their lives, but wouldn’t throw them away
intentionally.  The engineer almost wished they had the same motivations as the
Machines, which would do whatever was needed to fulfill their mission.  He
amended that thought as soon as it registered.  Humankind had wanted that kind
of warrior back all those centuries before, and that was why the Machines were
here in the first place.


“We’re picking up Chung
on approach,” said Borislav.  “He’s stair stepping through hyper.  ETA at the
barrier, two hours.”


And Chung would bring
another five wormholes with him, and the launch capabilities that brought.  It
would be a close thing, but it might work.  And Tamamurta started thinking
about his request to Bednarczyk, that the Exterminator always have a battle
force around it.  He wasn’t sure how she would respond, since the fleet was
already stretched to near breaking.  But if she wanted the device to continue
in operation, she needed to do something.


*     *     *


“Entering normal space in
one minute, sir,” called out the task group navigator over the com.


“I want every wormhole
launcher firing on the enemy as soon as we see the stars,” ordered Commodore
Jassiah Chung, sitting in the command chair of the flag bridge of the King
Louis XII.  “We can assess and reacquire after that first launch, but I
don’t want to waste any time.”  And Leticia might not have any to waste,
he thought.


The enemy force still
heavily outnumbered the combined squadrons of both commodores.  The only real
advantage they had was the wormhole launchers, six of them between them.  The
Machines still couldn’t pick up the incoming missiles until they were within
light seconds, so they were the best weapons the humans had to hit the fast
reacting vessels.


“Normal space, now,”
called out the helmsman from the command bridge.


The nausea hit moments
before stars filled the space around the battleship.  Within a second the first
load of wormhole missiles were on their way.  Chung had to admit that the
weapons officer was on the ball, and hadn’t let nausea or disorientation affect
him.  Acknowledgment came back within seconds that the other four wormholes had
launched, and one hundred and fifty missiles were speeding at point nine-five
light at the enemy ships.  They would overtake them within forty minutes and go
into the attack.


The enemy force was still
together, just as Boroslav’s people had reported.  Still, it was good to see
for oneself.


“Launch until they’re
empty, Commander,” he ordered his task group tactical officer.  “And start
launching the standard missiles as well.  I think we might need them on target
as soon as possible.”


The enemy was starting to
launch on his force as well.  Only problem was, their weapons had to overcome
the momentum and velocity they were carrying into the system.  His weapons were
carrying the point three velocity they had come out of hyper with, and were
accelerating at ten thousand gravities, versus the eight thousand of the new
Machine missiles.  He was sure he could destroy the Machine force.  The
question was, could he save the other force and the flare causing device before
they were taken out.


“Sir, we’re receiving a
message from one of the scouts we left behind,” called out the Klassekian com
tech.  “They report two hundred enemy ships on a course for this star.  ETA,
thirty-one hours.”


Chung stared at the
Klassekian female, wanting to not believe her, but forced to.


“What dimension of hyper
are they in?”


“VI, sir.”


Chung, like many military
people, was a history buff.  This reminded the commodore of some battles he had
read about on old Earth, where armies had marched into each other without
knowing what was ahead of them, both feeding in more and more forces until they
were engaged in a general battle.  And here was the space navy equivalent,
unless the Machines knew something he didn’t.


At least they are VI, he thought with some
relief.  If he had to go back out and engage them in hyper he would have all
the advantages.


“Navigator.  If I want to
meet that incoming force in hyper, ten hours before they reach the hyper VI
limit, when do we need to turn back and head out.”


“I’ll get right on it,
sir,” said the woman.


If he could time this
right, he could cripple the enemy force in the system, weakening it enough for
Boroslav to take it out, while he moved back out in hyper VII and did more drop
down attacks on that group.  If he could do it properly, he could leave a
considerably weakened force at the edge of the system, one he and Leticia could
handle between them with ease.


“Keep sending missiles
into them.  We’ll rearm on the way out, bringing in new missiles through the
wormholes.”  He could only hope that they could take out this force before he
needed to turn.  If not, he would have a decision to make.  To stay and kill
this force, and abandon his plan for meeting the incoming force in hyper,
waiting until they were in normal space.  Or leave, while the enemy was still
alive and moving on its target, ensuring that he got to the other force before
they got here, but possibly dooming the ships already here.  And his orders
from Bednarczyk were to make sure that large device made it out of here, if at
all possible.


“Sir,” said the
navigator.  “We need to start decelerating at safe maximum in six and a half
hours, then start out.  That should get us to the enemy fleet ten hours out.”


At least those Machines
don’t know the situation here, and we can get the jump on them, I hope.  He was planning an
ambush.  If he hadn’t have had the enemy already in the system he would have
been able to go ahead and start, always a good idea when trying to set up
something like he was thinking about.


*     *     *


“We’ve come to a stop,
Letitia,” said Commodore Chung, looking into the eyes of the other commodore on
the holo.  “I want to get set up and give our new guests a warm welcome.  But I
think you should be able to handle them from here on.”


Boroslav smiled as she
looked out of the viewer in the air.  A smaller version of the plot was set in
the air to the side of the com port, showing less than twenty Machine ships,
most with some kind of damage, still heading in to the system.  She had almost
as much mass of vessels as they did, and all of hers were serviceable, while
her wormhole still gave her a great advantage.


“We’ll handle them,
Jassiah.  Get the other bastards, and be careful.”


“Not in my job
description, my dear,” said the laughing officer.  In fact, it was not in the
job description of any Imperial line officer. They were to accomplish the
mission to the exclusion of any other considerations.  A good officer tried to
bring back as many of his or her people as possible, but their survival was not
a priority.


“We have missile loads,
ma’am,” said the tactical officer.


“Then light them up,”
said Boroslav, looking back at the plot.  The ship shook slightly a moment
later, the only indication that the thirty missiles had come through the
wormhole configured for launch.  Faint objects appeared on the plot, the
missiles only detectable from extreme close range.  They had been accelerated
through magnetic acceleration tubes that had moved them over and over again
between a set of wormholes that returned them to the origination point for
another run through the tube, until they had built up to high relativistic
velocity.  Because they hadn’t used any internal power, they were almost
temperature neutral objects, and would lose what little heat they had as they
moved through space.  And they didn’t use grabbers or active sensors until they
were already within close detection range.


Thirty seconds later the
second launch came through, slightly off from the first, to try and range in on
the Machines as they went through their cycles of evasive maneuvers with the
undetectable missiles in mind.  The missiles would still be able to attack
them, though some might have to engage their grabbers from light minutes away
in order to adjust their trajectory.  This allowed the Machines to engage them
for a longer period on the way in.  But the speed of the missiles still made
them difficult targets.


Her own ships were now
lying doggo in space, powered down as much as possible.  Her flag was no more
than ten kilometers from a small asteroid, masking her from enemy detection,
while she fired the weapons they couldn’t trace.  The rest of her ships were
also in hiding, as much as possible.  They would open up when she thought the
time right, and she hoped she could get in one heavy punch that reduced the
enemy force to scrap.  She didn’t think that would happen, at least not to the
level she hoped.  But she would take over half of the enemy fleet gone to
hell.  That would give her a great advantage over the remains.


*     *     *


“We’re almost in
position, sir,” called out the tactical officer.


Chung looked at the plot,
still blank in the direction of the oncoming enemy.  The system was on the far
side of the plot, and since nothing was moving in hyper that was also a blank,
though a second plot showed what was happening there thanks to the wormhole
coms.  The enemy only had nine ships operational by this time, and they were
still driving toward Boroslav’s ships.  There was no fear in the Machines, no
quit.  Every assault could become a suicide attack in a moment.  Or those
vessels might just try to shift vectors and get away.  There was no way a
living being could predict some of their actions, though others, such as when
they jumped back into normal space at the edge of a system, were as regular as
clockwork.


Other than the gravity
source of the system the battle plot of the battleship was empty, though there
were some arrows pointed at where the enemy force was bound to come from.  The
force was in normal space, and would not be picked up through its hyperdrive
arrays since they were powered down.  At the moment they were still coming to a
complete stop with their grabbers, which were too far away for the oncoming
enemy to pick up, and wouldn’t be detectable until the Machines were almost on
top of them.


“We’re at a dead stop,
sir,” called out the navigator, who was monitoring all the ships in the force.


“All ships are to begin
boosting on planned course.”


The orders went out, and
all of the vessels started boosting at maximum safe speed on the required
course.  The hope was that they would be moving back toward the system at point
three light by the time the Machines passed by on the start of their stair step
approach.


A half an hour later the
first of the enemy ships appeared on the plot, coming on in a straight line,
directly toward the pass that tactical had predicted from the information
relayed by the scouts.  There were almost two hundred Machine vessels, over
fifty of them capital ships.  His force consisted of forty-seven vessels,
including seven battleships, five of them deploying wormholes.  It looked like
a hopeless situation, since his force was so heavily outnumbered, and drop down
attacks ran the risk of being dropped out of hyper by the graviton beams of
masses of Machine capital ships.  That would be true if he played it fair, but
he had been taught at the academy that only a fool played by any kind of rules
of fairness.  A winner was a nasty schemer that took every advantage against
the enemy that presented itself.  A winner fought like a bastard.  And so it
would be here.


“Enemy is moving at
maximum deceleration, twelve hundred gravities,” called out tactical.  “They
will be at our position in one hour, seventeen minutes.”


“And we will be right at
the barrier at that time,” said the navigator.  “At just under point three
light on a heading for the system.”


“Prepare to drop missiles
as soon as we hit point three light,” ordered the commodore.


They would not be firing
their ship launched missiles, but would instead be ejecting them through the
magnetic tubes gently, to drift ahead of the fleet at point three light,
gaining a bit of separation by the time the Machines arrived.  Chung hoped to
have over a thousand weapons deployed by that time, just floating in space,
ready for the signal his tactical people would send when the time was right.


Time went by as it always
did.  There was some effect of relativity.  Not much at this velocity, but
enough to affect the calculations, and the tactical crew were checking and
rechecking their numbers to make sure.  They might have been right from the
start, but they had the time, and if nothing else it was good practice.  The
rest of the crew sweated in the perfect environment, their perspiration having
nothing to do with temperature.  Everyone was in battle armor, ready to drop
their visors at a moment’s notice to enhance their chances of survival.  If the
ship was hit by a high relativistic missile that wouldn’t help, and the medium
armor ship suits would convert to plasma along with the rest of the vessel that
contained them.  A small hit holing the hull and many more would survive than
otherwise.  Anything in between and it was anyone’s guess.  Some would live,
some would die, the numbers depending on where and how hard the ship was hit.


“It’s all on you, tac,”
said the commodore, putting the orders in the hands of the man on board best
able to calculate the right moment.  That man nodded, sweat running down his
eyes.  If he made the wrong call the enemy might continue on without hitting
them, though the ships in the system would be in a lot of trouble.  Or the
enemy might hit the deceleration, drop down, and come back for them, resulting
in a general battle between unequal forces.


The enemy all dropped
down to hyper V just before they hit the barrier, as predicted, and moved over
the swarm of floating missiles.  And the tactical officer sent out his signal,
ordering all of the missiles to jump up to hyper V and start pouring on the
boost, fifteen thousand gravities for a short time.  The missiles went up into
the higher dimension, spending a couple of microseconds to acquire their
targets and take off, slamming into as many of the enemy ships as they could.


The Machines had at most
less than a couple of seconds to react.  In several instances they had much
less.  They still blasted two thirds of the slowly closing weapons into
plasma.  Missiles hit, not carrying much of a kinetic charge, but all equipped
with the standard one gigaton ship killer warhead. Two thirds of the enemy
force came apart in hyper, losing their fields and dropping catastrophically
into normal space, many as clouds of plasma, some a bit more intact.  A half
dozen enemy vessels, or what was left of them, dropped out of hyper within
visual range of the human fleet.  Sharp eyed tactical people fired missiles
into those craft, completing their destruction and not taking any chances that
they might self-repair and make it back into action.  Some others dropped out
that were too distant to engage and evaluate, but everything that was detected
got a missile for its trouble.


“Jump now,” yelled out
the navigator, his orders going to the other ships through the com techs. 
Nausea struck, the ships fell into the holes in space, and moments after the
order they were surrounded by the red background of hyperspace, dotting with a
profusion of the black dots that were the manifestations of the gravity wells
of stars.


“Fire,” shouted the
tactical officer, and on five ships streams of thirty wormhole launched
missiles leapt into space at point nine-five light, erecting their hyper fields
as soon as they left the front of the firing vessels.  One hundred and fifty
missiles streaked into the enemy formation, not giving the Machines enough time
to come up with firing solutions on such fast moving objects.  All but four of
the remaining enemy ships were blown out of space.  Those ships fired back,
their missiles having to fight against the inertia that was carrying them in
the opposite direction and having no chance against the combined defensive
firepower of the human force.  A second wormhole launch and the last Machine
ships were gone.


“Good job, people,” said
Chung, standing up from his seat, his forearms aching from the grip he had
placed on the chair arms.  “Prepare…”


“Sir,” interrupted the
com officer.  “Picking up a message from one of the scouts.  Another enemy
force is coming into their range, heading our way.”


“How many?”


The com officer held up a
hand, asking for a moment, then turned back to look at her commanding officer
with wide eyes.  “At least five hundred vessels, sir.  The scout reports they
are still coming into tracking range as they speak, and they see no end yet.”


“ETA?”


“Forty-seven hours.”


Christ, thought the commodore,
shaking his head.  He doubted another ambush would take out this group.  It
might work, but he couldn’t count on it.


“Get me Admiral
Bednarczyk on the com.  Immediately.”


*     *     *


“Crap,” yelled
Tanamurta.  “This can’t be happening.”


But whether he wanted to
believe it or not, it was.  Whatever the draw of this system had been to the
Machines, it was still working, and they were still coming.


“What do you want to do,
Captain Tanamurta?” asked his nominal subordinate, Commodore Leticia Boroslav. 
She outranked him, but by dint of his commanding the ship they called the
Exterminator, she was tasked with doing what he needed done to protect his
vessel.


“I want to get the hell
out of here and head for the next target star,” he said, glaring at her image
over the holo.  He knew it wasn’t her fault, but he needed someone to direct
his anger at, and the damned Machines just didn’t care whether he was pissed at
them or not.


“I don’t think we’re
going to be able to do that, Hishry,” said the commodore, lowering her voice. 
“That thing of yours is just too damn slow.  They’ll catch you with missiles
before you can get out.”


“They might not fire on
it,” said the engineer, grasping for straws.  “After all, they’ve never seen it
before.”


“And what they’ll see is
a battleship sized ship that doesn’t look like any capital ship they’ve seen us
use, being moved by a trio of battle cruisers.  They might not know what it is,
but it is an object of interest, and one which we are trying to save from
them.  So yes, they will fill space with missiles trying to destroy it.”


“And what will you and
Commodore Chung try to do?”


“Why, we’ll do what
Imperial fleets have always tried to do, to all enemies.  We’ll try to destroy
them in space before they get to their targets.”


“And do you think you’ll
succeed?” he asked, looking at the plot that showed all of the ships in the
system.


“All we can do is try. 
Commodore Chung just destroyed one force with an ambush.  Now, he’ll turn
around and try to meet the new force coming through in hyperspace, where we
think he’ll try to set up another ambush.  Will it work?  We’re not sure, but
he might slow them down enough.”


“We can only hope,” said
the captain, not sure what else he could say.


“If we can’t take out this
force, and the next one comes in before we’re ready, you need to bail on that
thing, Captain.”


“I can’t leave my
invention.”  He almost said his baby, but that might get others thinking about
his mental stability.


“You have to, Captain. 
Your loss would be a great blow to our cause.  We…  Hold on a moment.”


The holo blanked, leaving
the engineer alone with his thoughts for a moment.  When it came back up
Boroslav was not looking out of it.


“Captain Tanamurta,” said
Beata Bednarczyk, her eyes narrowing.  “I understand that you are loath to
leave your invention, and believe me, I don’t want to see it destroyed either. 
But we can replace it.  What we can’t replace is your mind.  So I am giving you
a direct order.  If it looks like the Machines are about to take out the
Exterminator you are to evacuate the device for the most powerful hull
available, and get your ass out of there.  Understand?”


“But, ma’am.”


“I asked if you
understood, Captain,” said the admiral in a menacing voice, her eyes
narrowing.  “I said we need your mind, but I can use it just as well if you are
under arrest as not.  So, do you understand?”


“Yes, ma’am,” said the
engineer, gulping.  “I understand.  And I will evacuate before it becomes
apparent that I am about to be destroyed.”


“And don’t wait too long,
Captain.  If you get killed, I will by damn court martial your ghost. 
Bednarczyk out.”


“I’m sorry, Captain,”
said Commodore Boroslav, her face appearing again on the holo.  “You are a
brave man, and a principled man.  Such are those who will die for no good
reason, because their moral code tells them they should.  And as the admiral
says, you are one of our indispensable people, not to be sacrificed.  You will
seek the shelter of hyper before those bastards get you in their sights.”


Hyper, he thought, a gestalt
moment overcoming him.  Is that the answer.  “Excuse me, commodore, but
I just had an idea on how we can improve this process, and I need to work on
some equations.”


The holo went blank, and
Tanamurta was sure he knew what she was thinking.  Crazy damned engineers. 
They would be doing the calculation on the supernova that was about to vaporize
them. 
















Chapter Eighteen


 


As a well-spent day brings happy sleep, so a life
well spent brings happy death. Leonardo da Vinci


 


MACHINE SPACE:  NOVEMBER 8TH, 1002.


 


“You are to get that
device out of the system as fast as possible,” said Bednarczyk over the com. 
“You understand me, Captain?”


Tanamurta stared at the
fleet commander in disbelief.  Orders upon orders, all changing as the
situation changed.  That was why the captain preferred engineering.  As long as
things were set up to the proper parameters, they got the same results.  Chung
had badly damaged the last incoming force, at the cost of half his own force. 
He and Boroslav had destroyed the remnants before they could do much more than
get off a couple of launches.  That force was gone, and Chung and Boroslav’s
combined command was less than half of what it had been.  While another group
of Machine ships was on the way in, thirty-one hours out.  Much smaller than
the last, but still dangerous.


“Yes, ma’am.  But, if we
jump into hyper they’ll be able to track us.”


“You’re not going to jump
into hyper.  What you are going to do is lay low out there in the Ort cloud,
and wait till our relief force gets there.  Admiral Montgomery is on her way,
and should be there in just over two days.”


Captain Tanamurta thought
about that.  He could get the device out of the system in a little over a day,
while the enemy force would be here just after that.  Boroslav would have her
ships alongside the Exterminator, protecting the device.  While Chung would
curve his force around the hyper barrier and meet them out there, giving them a
little more cover until Montgomery could get here.


“I’d like to know what
the hell is attracting the assholes here,” said the commodore, looking over at
the sector plot that showed the predicted position of the Machine force.  It
also showed every platform the fleet had out there capable of transmitting
instantaneously to any other, screening the area.  There were some very large
blank areas in the region, places where any number of ships could be on the way
here, not to show up until they were within the inner screen, less than twenty
hours from the system.


“You don’t think they’re
coming after the Exterminator?”


“No, ma’am.  Not unless
they have some way of communicating over long range.”


Beata looked at her for a
moment, obviously mulling her answer.  “We suspect that might be true,
Commodore.  Probably not on all their ships, since it would be one mother of a
piece of equipment, and we can’t see them having it on every vessel and
displacing protection and firepower.  But some.  Maybe just one in every
force.  They had one on the planet killer we captured.”


“But, even if it was a
large piece of equipment, that would be nothing on the capacity of one of those
big bastards.”


“Precisely.  Which is why
we don’t think its standard equipment on their warships, but something that
useful would have to be part of every large force.  We haven’t made this
general knowledge yet.  The spooks don’t think we need to disseminate it to the
fleet.  I disagree.  We need to locate those ships and make them priority
targets.”


“And how do we tell which
ships they are, Admiral?”


“We’ve been working on
that too.  We think they send out a pulse of gravitons on a tight beam,” said
Beata, a schematic appearing on the holo in her place, showing a Machine
capital ship with a large device taking up a good portion of the stern hull.


“Be kind of hard to pick
that up and separate it from the entire force.  All we’ll know is that they’re
sending something to an unknown target.”


“If we get in between
them and their target, we might be able to detect which ship it is.  If two
ships happened to pick up part of the beam, we could find it with
triangulation.  Otherwise, look for ships that are near the center of their
formation, and don’t seem to be contributing much to the battle.  Those are the
ones to target from the start.”


Boroslav thought about
that for a moment.  That might help them to locate those ships.  But they would
be the best defended vessels in the enemy fleet.  To get to them they would
have to blast their way through the screening ships, which really defeated the
purpose of trying to take them out in the first place.  If they destroyed the
entire fleet, problem solved.  “I don’t see how we can take it out before they
send a message, Admiral.”


“Neither can we.  But we
also can’t see any other choice but to try.  Now, get your ships out of there
and meet up with Chung.  He will be in charge until Admiral Montgomery gets
there.”


The holo blanked, leaving
the commodore alone with her thoughts.  At the forefront was that she would be
serving under another commodore, an officer of equal rank.  She looked at the
records on her implant and saw that she actually had more time in rank than
Chung, though he commanded the larger force.  No use trying to argue about
it now, she thought.  Bednarczyk had made her decision as to who would
command here, and the woman was well known for being stubborn.  Pointing out
that she had time in grade would not endear her to the fleet commander.


“Send out the orders,”
she said to her com officer.  All ships are to repair to this point in space
beyond the barrier.”  She looked on the plot, zooming in and locating a large
iceball.  “Here.  We will meet here, and wait for Chung to bring his force
in.”  And then we hope Montgomery gets here before the Machines find us. 
And that they don’t already have something larger on the way.


*     *     *


The humans had mustered
enough of a force to destroy everything it had sent.  If it could feel anger it
would have been enraged.  It could not feel anger, or frustration, and
immediately began working on another plan to take out the device.  The AI could
not understand the term obsession.  A human programmer or psychologist would
call it obsession, stemming from very different processes, but obsession
nonetheless.  Every set of calculations it processed, every simulation it ran,
came back to the same answer.  It had to take the device out, before the humans
used it to sterilize every system they took.  Its reasoning told it that such
would take decades with the one device.  It would surely come up with other
solutions.  That didn’t make any difference.  It had to destroy that device,
even if it took every ship it had.


The AI checked its
deployments once again.  The hyper VII battle force was still not ready.  In a
month it figured it would have enough ships to match the humans in the upper
dimension.  Until then it wouldn’t.  It was still on the edge of deploying them
to hunt down the device, but the calculations kept pulling it back from the
brink.  It would need those ships for the attack it was planning, using their
higher dimension capability to attack the hyper VI ships of the humans,
devastating that force, then coming back to take on the outnumbered VII
warships.


The AI sent out the new
directives to every one of its forces that had a com vessel.  They were ordered
to avoid contact with any human forces that outnumbered them, and to attack any
that they could easily crush.  Unless they located the device.  Then they were
to attack without regard to their own losses.  Those orders sent, the AI again
looked over everything it knew about the tactical and strategic situation and
again recalculated the odds.  After several seconds, and millions of evolutions
of calculations, it gave up.  Until it had destroyed the device all of the
other calculations were meaningless.  Its resources were unknown for another
major battle until it knew the status of those units.  According to theory the
AI could not go insane.  To an outside observer it would seem as if that theory
were wrong.


*     *     *


“Here they come,” said
Boroslav over the com.  All of her ships were out in the ort cloud, arrayed
around the Exterminator in a defensive formation, all unnecessary systems
powered down.  Chung had been hitting them for the last fifteen hours,
shadowing their force and getting in strikes with wormhole launched weapons
whenever he got the solution that worked in his advantage.  Unfortunately, he
hadn’t gotten enough of them, and had only taken out forty-four of the almost
five hundred ship force.  And he had lost nine of his ships in the process.


Now almost three hundred
and fifty ships were dropping out of hyper into normal space at the edge of the
system.  They started boosting into the system immediately, and Boroslov was
sure they didn’t know where her force and the Exterminator were located.  Otherwise
they would be decelerating at maximum so they could go back into hyper and work
their way around the system.


“How soon till Montgomery
gets here?” asked the engineering captain, speaking over the laser com. 
Tanamurta was aboard the Exterminator, working on the device, doing,
something?  She wasn’t sure what, and it didn’t really matter, since it kept
him out of her hair.


“ETA, twenty-one hours,”
said the navigator.  “We should be picking them up in hyper in another twelve
and a half hours.”


And in that time the
Machine force will have moved deep into the system, not able to get out before
Mara can engage, thought
the commodore.  She really just wanted to get what was left of her force out of
here, along with the device that Bednarczyk thought was so important.  If
Montgomery could engage them long enough to let her force slip away, that would
be enough for her.


The Machines continued
into the system for another three hours before twenty of them started changing
vectors and heading back out.  The commodore thought they would be going back
into hyper and heading around the system.  It was something she hoped they
wouldn’t do, since that meant they were considering the Ort cloud as a hiding
place for their target.


And then the image of
Montgomery’s force appeared on the plot, moving through hyper VII.  She had
only brought those ships along, giving her a current force of eighty-one
ships.  Outnumbered and outmassed by the enemy, but possessing superior hyper
capability and wormhole launchers.  The enemy ships in the system started
changing vectors, trying to boost out.  But they were too deep in to escape. 
The smaller force was almost to the barrier, and Chung’s force was still
involved in a running battle further out, unable to intercept those ships.


Hours passed, and the
enemy force continue trying to claw its way out, while the smaller force
reached the barrier and jumped into hyper, immediately starting to curve around
the system on a course that would bring them to the Ort cloud.  It was still a
big place, and she was not going to do anything to make finding her easy.  That
didn’t mean they wouldn’t luck out, and she had some contingencies in place in
case they looked to be getting close.


“Uh oh,” said the
tactical officer.  “It looks like they’re about to jump back down into normal
space, ma’am.”


Icons started to appear
on the plot, scattered around the Ort cloud, their predicted emergence points. 
And two of those points were within light minutes of her force, close enough to
pick them up if they looked closely.


“Send out this order,”
said Letitia, looking over at her com section.  “All ships are to remain
powered down unless ordered to do otherwise.  Repeat, no one is to do anything
until I tell them to.”  It wouldn’t do to have someone panic and open fire,
drawing them into her position.


Over the next half minute
the twenty machine ships jumped into normal space.  They started sending out
active sensors the moment they appeared.  Just when it looked like they were
about to get away with staying hidden, one of the Machine vessels got a return,
on the Exterminator, the one ship that didn’t have the stealth capabilities of
the others.  And then the knife fight was on, the Imperial ships opening fire
with their lasers and particle beams at the two closest enemy ships, which
returned fire.


The Exterminator took a
couple of laser hits that burned through the hull, causing minor damage, before
the rest of the human force hit those ships with more fire than they could
handle.  One went up in a plasma cloud as its antimatter stores breached.  The
other started a tumble as its forward grabbers were burned off.  That one fired
a couple of missiles at the target that was most important to them, the human
flare causing device.


*     *     *


What the hell, thought the Captain
Tanamurta as the hull he was sheltering in shook.


“We’ve been hit, sir,”
called out one of the engineering crew that was working on the device,
repairing the minor damage it had taken during the last flare generating
event.  “Laser strike.”


“We have missiles coming
in,” yelled out another crewman, calling down from the maneuvering control room
they used before and after events.


Tanamurta thought about
yelling out an order, but couldn’t think of what to say.  The ship had some
defenses, and they were already active.  The object was large, and even a hit
by a ship killer traveling at low velocity wouldn’t totally destroy it.  But it
might still kill them depending on where it hit.  The Exterminator might have
been the mass of a battleship, but it’s hull protection was minimal, missing
the armor of a capital ship.


“The warships took them
out,” yelled the same voice over the intercom.


But there will be more
coming in,
thought the captain.  He thought about ordering everyone to the hangar deck,
where they could evacuate the vessel.  But he really didn’t like the idea of
being out in space in a small shuttle with beams and missiles flying around. 
No, he thought it better to take his chances in battle armor, within the
fragile hull of this device that every other ship in the force was charged with
defending.


*     *     *


Letitia Boroslav pumped a
fist in the air as the second Machine ship blew up.  She looked quickly at the
plot, then over at her com officer.  “How’s the Exterminator doing?”


“They took one laser
hit,” said the lieutenant.  “No reported casualties.”


Boroslav breathed a sigh
of relief.  As important as the device was, she knew that Tanamurta was even
more important, since his mind had come up with it.  I should have ordered
him to this ship, she thought.  He might have refused, in which case she
had the Marines in place to drag him over.  But it was too late now.


“The other ships are all
jumping into hyper, ma’am.”


Boroslav cursed under her
breath.  She could hope that meant they were going away, but she knew better. 
They were going to micro-jump right on top of her position.


She looked back at the
plot, noting that Montgomery’s ships were on the way in, almost to her.  About
two thirds would be coming into space in front of the main Machine force.  The
rest..


“We have translations all
around us,” called out the tactical officer.


Eighteen Machine ships
jumped back into normal space, all within two light seconds of her vessels. 
And seconds later twenty-four Imperial vessels came out within the same range.


The Machines opened fire
first, their computer brains allowing them to acquire and fire much faster than
the human controlled vessels.  Their lasers lanced out and pierced hulls,
killing crew and destroying machinery.  The human weapons fired back, including
five wormhole particle beams that hit with the power of their huge accelerators
housed on the Donut.  It was the definition of a knife fight, every ship
too close to miss or avoid, no protection except their armor and cold plasma
fields, which in most cases were only able to slightly attenuate their power. 
The humans had the more powerful beam weapons, and more ships, and within a
minute it was over.  Montgomery had lost a trio of ships destroyed, many others
damaged, but all of the Machine vessels were gone.


On the other side of the
system the other human ships were launching wormhole preaccelerated missiles at
the enemy ships that were still an hour away from the barrier.  Not one of the
Machine ships made it.


“Good to see you,
Admiral,” said Boroslav as Montgomery’s face appeared on the holo.  “You came
right in the nick of time.”


“Wish I could have gotten
here sooner,” said the smiling woman.  “But I guess it’s better than getting
here too late.  It was a very near thing.”


Boroslav nodded.  “We
need to get this thing to the next target.  And I could do with some more
ships, since the damned Machines seem to have a hard on for that device.”


“We’ll get you to the
next target,” said Montgomery, looking off holo for a moment.  “But it will be
up to Admiral Bednarczyk to give you more ships.”


Boroslav nodded again. 
It seemed to her that the only proper decision was to protect the damned thing
if they wanted it to do its job without being destroyed.  But it wasn’t her
call.
















Chapter Nineteen


 


Men talk of killing time, while time quietly
kills them. Dion Boucicault


 


KLASSEK:  NOVEMBER 12TH, 1002.


 


“General Wittmore,” came
the call over the com.  “We have another emergency.”


What in the hell now? he thought, looking down
at his flat comp for a moment.  He thought they were through with the Machines
on this world.  If they had escaped his attack and were making a comeback, he
wasn’t sure what he would do.  Well, he would do whatever needed doing to end
their threat.


The Klassekians were
still picking up the pieces of the EMP attack that had ended the Machine
plague.  Replacing all of the burned out circuitry of their electronics.  In
some cases they weren’t even bothering, waiting for the higher tech versions of
the Empire that they were now also capable of manufacturing.  Still, it had
taken a week to get everything running back to more or less normal.


“What is it?” he asked,
trying to keep the peevishness out of his voice and failing.  The face of the
Fleet liaison officer appeared over the desk in a holo.


“Scouts have picked up
another Machine force on its way here in hyper VI,” said the officer. 
“Approximately three hundred and fifty vessels.”


“Christ,” blurted out the
general.  “I’m hoping there are no planet killers along with them.”


“No, sir.  We don’t think
there are any of them left.”


But for some reason they
keep trying to destroy this world, thought the general.  It made no sense to him. 
The Machines were fighting a defensive battle in their own space, they had a
powerful enemy on their own borders, and they had to know that Bolthole was
more of a threat to their kind than this single planet.  Yet they kept coming
back here, again and again.  There had to be something they considered
important here.  The Klassekians?   Their abilities were a force multiplier to
the Empire.  But they had been spread far from the planet since their discovery
by the Empire.  There were over ten million of them off world by now, in the
Fleet, at Bolthole, in the Empire.  So, could there be something else that was
drawing them?  If so, he couldn’t figure out what it was.  And no matter why
they kept coming back, they needed to be destroyed.


“Can we stop them?”


“I’m, not sure, sir.  The
admiral plans to strike at them while they’re still some distance from the
system.  Unfortunately, we have no hyper VII ships.  They’re all deployed with
Admiral Bednarczyk.”


Which made sense.  She
was engaged in active combat operations, and she needed all of the fast ships
she could get.


“What about reinforcements
from Bolthole?” asked Wittmore, thinking of the wormhole gates that could move
whole fleets from place to place.  Unfortunately, without their own wormholes,
which reduced their effectiveness considerably.


“Admiral Bednarczyk is
unwilling to cut them loose at this time, general,” said the voice of the local
defense fleet commander over the com.  “They’re to reinforce our mission at the
Gorgansha home world, if needed, while also maintaining the defense of
Bolthole.”


“And she’ll let Klassek
die, when she can send us enough ships to stop the Machines in their tracks?”


“See here, Wittmore,”
said Admiral Lysenko, who though the same rank as the general, was the overall
commander of the system defense by dint of being in the Fleet.  “The admiral is
doing what she deems best.  And the Machine force is still more than ten days
from here.  She knows about it, and knows what my resources are.  And since we
haven’t engaged the enemy force yet, there’s no telling what will actually get
here.  So let us do our jobs, and you do yours.”


What the man was telling
him was to wait and see.  He didn’t like that advice.  He had fought to long
and hard for this world, had spent too much blood, Imperial and Klassekian, to
let it all be for nothing.  And Klassekians were now de facto Imperial
citizens, and as such were entitled to the protection of the military.  Of
course, the citizens of many Imperial worlds were entitled to the same
protection, and they had still died.  The planets Cimmeria and Aquilonia came
to mind.


“Very well.  I guess I’ll
have to do what you request.”  That was what he said.  That was not what he
intended.  He had his own channels to the Imperial seats of power.  Channels
that he could not use too often lest they be bared to him.  But now seemed like
the time.


“Get me Grand Marshal
Yamakuri,” said Wittmore into the air, starting the process of communicating
across the thousands of light years.


*     *     *


“Your Majesty.  I think
we might have something,” said Chantuo Chan over the holo.


“The shutoff code?” asked
Sean, excitement running through his body.


“Yes.  I believe so.  We
transmitted it to the functioning memory core and it turned itself off,
completely.  Not a bit of current flowing through it, though it has access to
all it can handle.  Next we need to test in on some large processing units
programmed with the Machine AI.”


“Isn’t that risky,
Admiral.  What if it gets out of hand?”


“The Machine AIs will not
be hooked up to anything they can use for locomotion or manipulation.  And they
will be isolated from the outside Universe save for the single active channel
going into them by fiber optic.  I don’t think anything can go wrong, but if it
does, we will have a battalion of Phlistaran Marines standing by to intervene. 
And some ships ready to take out the freighter.”


I just hope it doesn’t
come to that,
thought Sean, imagining an entire battalion of the stout aliens, some of the
most loyal soldiers of the Empire, vaporized because a test situation got out
of control.  Of course they would volunteer, and of course it would be because
the aliens felt the peer pressure of their companions and felt compelled to
volunteer.


“And you need me to
authorize this test?”


“Yes, your Majesty. 
After all, I am putting Imperial resources at risk, and I am not serving in the
capacity of line or command.”


And that’s all you care
about, isn’t it,
thought the Emperor, looking into the now expressionless face of the research
and development chief.  He knew that wasn’t fair.  He had seen her emotionally
distraught often enough when people had died because of things she had ordered
them to do.  And she had served in a line position for the first offensive
against the Cacas, running a carrier battle group in reward for getting the
inertialess fighters up and running.  But the Admiral would never be accused of
being overly emotional.  She was one of the greatest rational minds in the
Empire, a fact she was proud of.


“Very well.  You have my
permission to proceed.  Just make sure that everyone that might be in the line
of fire is a volunteer.”


“All signed up and
witnessed, your Majesty.”


Of course they are, thought Sean, frowning,
as the holo faded out.  Even when the non-Phlistaran races of a tight combat
unit volunteered, it was most likely that the more recalcitrant members would
as well, since to not do so was seen as betrayal of brothers and sisters.  The
peer pressure would be tremendous, and everyone would put their electronic
signatures on the statements of risk.  Which wouldn’t make him feel any better
if over seven hundred Marines and spacers died because the experiment got out
of control.


That won’t happen, he told himself.  Most
likely the precautions would be enough, and there wouldn’t be any spread of the
Machine AIs.  And if they did get out of their box and get control of something
unforeseen, seven hundred Marines all massing over a ton of body weight, with
two tons of armor, would most likely be enough to stop it.  But if they didn’t,
they would be sacrificed to make sure the contagion didn’t spread.


“I hope this works,
Admiral.  I’m tempted to tell you to slag the memory core and forget about it,
but if we have a chance to stop them I have to let this go forward.”


Both were silent for
several moments, caught up in thoughts of what could go wrong, and what might
go right.


“Now, how are we doing on
the Alcubierre drive ships?”


*     *     *


“We have released the
technical data to allow the Gorgansha to build hyper VII ships, your Majesty,”
said Beata Bednarczyk over the com.  “Their engineers almost fell over
themselves trying to get to their design software so they could figure out how
to modify their current designs to accept the upper dimension drives.”


“And when do you think
they’ll have hyper VII ships of their own, Admiral?”


“Since they’re starting
to cannibalize some of the ships they currently have in the docks, we’re
guessing in as little as a month.”  An expression of distaste was on the
admiral’s face, and Sean thought he knew from where it was coming.


“Still don’t trust them
with our technology, Admiral?”


“No, your Majesty,”” spat
Beata.  “I don’t.  Or at least not the people at the top of their Empire.  That
weasly bastard of a supreme dictator makes my skin crawl.  He makes Joseph
Stalin look like a saint, does that one.  To him the lives of his people are as
nothing to his whims.  I’m sure he would think the same thing about my people,
and would probably act on his thoughts if he didn’t need us so, or if we didn’t
have such a clear military advantage, one that grows weaker with every tech
advance we give him.”


“So you think we
shouldn’t have given him our newest tech?”


“No.  I mean yes.  I
mean, I don’t know, your Majesty.  We need his ships, though I wish he didn’t
come along with them.  But I think we will rue the day we gave him a leg up on
everyone else in this region.”


“Once we get rid of the
Machines we will probably pull your forces back the Bolthole and use the base
as intended, to build combat units for the main war,” said Sean, twirling one
of the anachronistic pencils he liked to keep on his desk in his fingers.


“And then what’s to stop
this moron from conquering the entire region?”


“Nothing.  Except I want
you to use up as many of his combat units in the battle with the Machines as
possible.”


Beata stared out of the
holo for a moment, and the Emperor was sure he knew what she was thinking.  Yes,
I can be that cold blooded an asshole.  When it comes to my people and my
realm, I can be a right bastard.  I hate it.  But if it keeps the most people
alive, this is what I will be.


“You’re sure you want me
to do that, your Majesty?”


“I really don’t want you
to do that, Admiral.  But I really don’t see where we have much of a choice. 
As you said, we don’t want to leave such a dangerous enemy in our rear.  And
the tech we have been giving them has a little surprise in it as well.”


“Like what?” asked the
woman, her eyes narrowing.


“It’s all coded to shut
down when the proper signals are sent.  Then, anything of ours they have aboard
will cease to operate.”


“And that’s all?  It
won’t cause their antimatter to breach?”


“I can be cold, Admiral,
but I would never take it that far.  No, they will just find that all the new
bells and whistles we helped them put aboard their ships will no longer
function.  Which should be enough to take the wind out of their sails. 
Included will be all the data we have given them to build the technology in the
first place.  And the manufacturing facilities will also shut down as code in
the processing programing goes to work.  I wish we could go ahead and
assassinate all their engineers and technicians as well, since they will know
how to build the tech, but I guess that’s out of the question.”


Beata continued to stare
at her monarch for some time, before the start of a smile creased her face,
soon growing into a wide grin and moving on to a straight out laugh. “I would
like to see the old bastard’s face when that happens.”


“Fortunately, you won’t
be able to,” said Sean, crossing one set of fingers off holo.  At least I
hope not.  It would be better if we had nothing within range when that happens,
because they are going to be right pissed.  “You and your fleet will be
back at Bolthole, and you will be coming back to run one of the main Fleet
wings under Duke Mgonda or Admiral Lenkowski.  I think you have earned that
much.”


The smile widened even
further on the woman’s face, something that would have seemed not possible a
moment before.  Sean knew that would make her happy.  She had been in a
backwater command, manning a desk as a four star flag officer, before he had,
on the advice of Admiral McCullom, bumped her up a rank and transfered her to a
combat command.  She was not the most politically astute flag officer in the
fleet.  That was okay.  He had enough political admirals to man desk posts.  He
needed a tactician who was willing, nay, eager, to fight.  And she had
definitely proven to be those things.


“And who will take my
place?”


“I will expect your input
on that.  One thing I can tell you is it will not be Mara Montgomery.”  He
could see the smile drop immediately, to be replaced with disappointment.  “I
thought you might like her to become your scout force commander on the wing you
will command.  Or was I wrong about that?”


“No, sir.  No one I would
rather have.”


“So, we will still need a
competent flag officer out there to command.  Someone who can slap down the
Gorgansha if need be.  So get together your recommendations.  I can’t promise
that McCullom or I will choose that person, but your recommendation will carry
weight.  A lot of weight.  Now, since I have the entire Empire to hold up on my
shoulders, was there anything else?”


“I’m still worried about
the Gorgansha autonomous robots.  I know they haven’t activated them yet,
except for some limited testing, but I’m still afraid that dumbass is going to
deploy them.  They just won’t listen to reason.”


Just like we wouldn’t
listen to reason when the Brakakak had warned us about using autonomous war
machines,
thought Sean.  The Brakakak had been one of the lucky species that had survived
their attempt at building battle bots to take the place of their living
troops.  It seemed like such an elegant solution, until they turned on them. 
And, of course, the humans thought they could do a better job of it, until
theirs had turned on them as well.  So why wouldn’t another species think it
wouldn’t happen to them.  But, then again, these had gotten a firsthand look at
what could go wrong, and were still forging ahead to their appointment with
disaster.


“Again, Admiral, you are
to do nothing about those, until you think they have been deployed.  Then you
are to destroy them by any means necessary.  Do you understand me?  Any, means,
necessary.”


“Including orbital
bombardment.”


“Including orbital
bombardment.  I would rather have a war with these people than let another
infestation of murder machines loose on the Universe.  So, that is a direct
order.  I will send it to you on digital record, with my signature attached, so
there is no doubt where it came from.”


“Yes, sir.  I hope it
doesn’t come to that, but it’s good to know you have my back if it does.”


“Don’t worry, Admiral.  I
will not let the blame for another war fall on you.  And if Parliament doesn’t
like it, they can go to hell.”


*     *     *


 


SPACE NEAR KLASSEK:  NOVEMBER 20TH,
1002.


 


“We’re on attack
approach, sir,” called out the tactical officer.


Like I can’t see that,
you idiot,
thought the Count Boris Lysenko.  He was feeling irritable this day.  The
Machine force was ahead, his ships were ready, and he was about to ream them a
new asshole.  They outnumbered him, but he had five wormholes aboard his force,
and all of the launchers that fed into them.  He might take some losses.  That
was a given in almost any battle, and he had to close on them in hyper to be
able to get the shots.  But he could swamp them with so many missiles on
multiple attacks that they wouldn’t have a chance against him.


“Enemy approaching at
point six light,” said the tactical officer, looking back at his commander and
continuing to do his job to the best of his ability.


“Why so slow?” asked the
chief of staff.


Lysenko couldn’t figure
that out himself.  From the location they were contacting the Machines at they
had obviously been moving faster up to a day before, but were now at a much
lower velocity.  His own force had decelerated down to point four light.  They
would be passing each other at near light speed, and would have less than ten
minutes to trade shots before they passed.  But he would be able to turn his
fleet and chase them with wormhole launched missiles.  One hundred and fifty of
them every thirty seconds, coming out at point three five greater velocity than
the ships they would be chasing.  He figured that whatever survived the pass
through would be vaporized by the wormhole launches.  A few ships might
survive, but not enough to threaten Klassek, since it had the four wings of
inertialess fighters and some odd attack craft for defense.  His ships, in the
meantime, would decel and come back around, chasing the enemy, probably
entering Klassek space within twelve hours of them, if there were any them still
left.


“Enemy ships are
releasing missiles, sir.”


“Configuration?”


“They seem to be
launching those big bastards,” said the officer.


Lysenko nodded.  He had
been hoping for such.  The smaller weapons they were starting to use had a much
higher acceleration and were much more maneuverable, though they were much
easier to kill when they were hit.  They appeared to be more effective per
materials used.  Counter missiles could take out both, though in hyper they
would only have one shot at each, since counters had very limited range in the
deadly dimensions.


“Prepare for wormhole
launch,” ordered the admiral.  “All ships are to release one volley on
command.”


He watched the plot as
the enemy missile homed in.  “Fire,” he called out, then watched as the plot
populated with hundreds of human missiles, about half accelerating from the
point four c velocity that had been imparted by the launching ships, the other
half tearing through hyper at point nine five light.  The wormhole missiles
would reach first, and would be very hard to stop.


Counters started flying
from the human ships, taking on the incoming enemy missiles.  Ships from both
sides started falling off the plot, more of the Machine than the human.  Both
sides inter-penetrated each other, beam weapons going to work.  When the forces
finally separated almost half of the Machine ships were gone, along with a
fifth of the human vessels.


“Preparing to turn and
fire wormhole missiles,” reported the tactical officer.


Lysenko looked at the
readout on his fleet.  All of the wormholes had made it through.  A dozen ships
had sustained significant damage, many more the light variety, but all were
battle worthy.


“Prepare to fire the
wormhole missiles,” ordered Lysenko.  Stupid Machines, he thought.  They
were just big calculators, and not a match for the minds of humans.


“Sir, we’re picking up
missiles, translating from normal space up to…”


Lysenko stared at the
plot, at the missiles that now appeared, several seconds from impact with the
fleet.  Fire from ships that had been coasting in normal space, ready for the
human ships to enter their range.


The was the last thing
Lysenko saw, as several missiles slammed into Baron Suzanne Ivanov at a
closing speed of point seven light, converting the big warship into a cloud of
plasma that quickly translated into normal space.  When the missile storm
passed only one badly damage battleship, a battle cruiser, and fifteen smaller
ships continued on, decelerating at their maximum, for some much less than
normal.  And only one wormhole survived.  The humans had fallen into the trap
they had sprung on other so many times, and now nothing stood between a still
powerful Machine fleet and the world they were determined to destroy.


*     *     *


“I wish the damned ground
pounder would keep his nose out of my business,” growled Beata as she paced the
deck around the central holo tank.


Unfortunately, the order
didn’t come from any of the ground pounders, but from the Emperor himself.  He
wanted Klassek safeguarded at all costs.  The only problem was everything out
here needed guarding at all costs.  And as Clauswitz had once said, if you
tried to defend everything, you defended nothing.  She couldn’t even accuse
Wittmore of going over her head, since he was really in a separate chain of command. 
He was under her for this deployment, but he had the right to talk to his own
people, to request reinforcement or resupply, or even a clarification of
orders.  And once the Grand Marshall, a man of seven star rank as compared to
her five stars, became involved, there was really nothing she could say.  She
couldn’t even ask for four star general Wittmore to be relieved.  That order
could only come from the Imperial Army.


You would think that by
now we would have worked out a unified command structure, she thought, looking at
the plot and willing the bright dot of Klassek’s star to zoom into view. 
Unfortunately, there were two services, each with their own priorities, and
their own champions in the government.  If it were up to her she would have
disbanded the Imperial Army and moved all of their personnel over into the
Marines.  The Marines liked to think they were the supreme individual warriors,
and would raise hell at the dilution of their ranks by those they deemed
unworthy.  As far as she could tell most soldiers were just as capable and
tough as Marines, though many in the Fleet would say that was blasphemy.


Well, nothing for it now, she thought as she
located the Machine force that was heading toward the planet.  She had her own
plan on how to deal with them, and she was sure it would have been enough.  She
had explained to the Emperor what she had meant to do, sending ships from
Gorgansha home world through to Bolthole, then through to Klassek.  Of course,
they wouldn’t have been able to send wormholes through that way, but she didn’t
think they would be needed to take out the Machine force they had on the plot.


And why the hell couldn’t
he have just sent ships through from Sector I base, she thought, clenching
her teeth.  That would seem like the best solution, since Sector I still had a
battle fleet that wasn’t doing anything at the moment.  Because those idiots
in Parliament want that fleet there in case the Cacas happen to develop some
kind of impossible interstellar teleportation tech and drop fleets into the
middle of sectors on the other side of the Empire from them.  She hissed
out a curse, wondering why they had to put up with those clowns, forgetting
that the Empire was actually a representative government.  And if only
Lysenko hadn’t tried to play hero by attempting to head them off, when he could
have waited until they made it to the system, where he wouldn’t have fallen for
their trap.


Her plan had been to take
out the Machine system within their immediate reach, then send a large force back
to take on the invaders soon after they reached Klassek space.  It might be
cutting things a little close, but it would have allowed her to make sure a
Machine system was destroyed, then be damned sure enough ships went back to
stop the attack on Klassek.  Now she would be attacking the Machine system with
a weaker force, while sending a force that might not be able to handle the
enemy back at Klassek either.  The situation would improve when they received
more wormholes, which still had to come out the old-fashioned way, aboard ships
traversing hyper.


“We’re preparing to go
through the portal, Admiral,” reported Rear Admiral Sonya Halliday, standing on
the flag bridge of the battleship Black Prince, a unit that Beata was
loath to lose.  She was bringing forty other ships with her, including nine
capital ships.


“Take those bastards out
as soon as possible, then get back here.  I’m going to need you, Sonya.  All of
you, so don’t take any chances with your ships.”


Beata regretted those
words as soon as they left her mouth.  Of course a commander had to take
risks.  If they played it safe with their ships they couldn’t conduct the
battle with the best chance of winning.  As soon as they gave up the
initiative, they gave up the battle.


“I’ll be careful, Admiral. 
But you know I can’t always play it safe.”


Good girl, thought Beata.  Don’t
listen to the voice of caution when you know what to do.  It was what Beata
would have done in Halliday’s position, so her trust in the woman went up a
notch.


“All ships,” she said to
the com officer.  “Prepare to go into hyper.  We will drive to the target
region and engage the enemy.”


The orders went out,
Beata driving from her mind all thoughts other than the battle that lay before
her.  There was nothing she could do about what was going to happen at Klassek.


*     *     *


“We’re having some
problems with the reactor fluctuations,” said the spacer engineering tech,
looking at a holographic bar graph of the new power plant they had installed in
the Gorgansha ship.  Or actually, that the Gorgansha workers had.


Might as well call them
what they are, thought
the commander who was in charge of this installation, teaching the aliens what
they needed to know to do it themselves.  They’re slaves, plain and simple. 
That thought was distasteful to any of the Imperials.  Especially to the humans
who had learned the history of the home world in their basic history classes. 
Earth had evidenced many examples of slave cultures, through millennia of time,
across continents.  From several centuries before the conquest of the stars
humans had been taught to hate the institution, to stomp it out at all costs. 
Most alien species they had met had felt the same. The Fenri didn’t, and
neither did their mortal enemies, the Cacas.  And now the Gorgansha.  All
treated their slaves as property, to be disposed of at a whim.


“We need to send someone
into the chamber,” said the commander, looking over at the Gorgansha overseer. 
“Get some of your people suited up.”


“No need,” said the
Gorgansha male, pointing to one of the slaves, a tall thin being with six
limbs.  It had been one of the ones trained to install the systems.  The
overseer started speaking in a high-pitched dialect that seemed to convey
information quickly.  The slave moved to the hatch to the reactor room and
pushed the code into the door lock.


“You can’t do that,”
yelled the engineer, making a move to grab the slave, too late.  “The
radiation.”


“Please, human,” said the
Gorgansha overseer.  “It is what it is for.”


The slave appeared on the
viewer, walking quickly into the room and moving toward the direct control
panel, the one set in the chamber to work on the reactor if the remotes
malfunctioned, like they had here.  He moved to the control and started pushing
lit panels on the control board, his motions sure.  The holo graph started to
level out as the reactions came back under control.  The one readout that
didn’t and wouldn’t drop for some time was the residual radiation.  The slave
stepped away from the panel, started to turn, then stumbled and fell.


A couple of armor suited
Gorgansha stepped into the chamber.  In sending in the unarmored slave the
aliens had saved almost a minute and a half.  The commander wasn’t sure if that
time savings had really been necessary, and not worth the life of the slave. 


You cold blooded bastards, thought the engineer,
glaring as the overseer, who returned the look with an unconcerned gaze.  And
not anything I can do about it, though I would love to put a particle beam into
that slanted skull.


“The reactor is working
up to specifications, sir,” said the tech, monitoring the process.  “And we’ve
reestablished the remote control of the device.”


“So, everything is good,”
said the overseer, a smile on his face.


The commander nodded,
while thinking that everything was not good.  Not when they had to deal with a
culture like this.


*     *     *


“Don’t look over there,
Marine,” shouted the officer in charge, First Lieutenant Samantha Higgens.


“But, ma’am,” argued the
private, his particle beam rifle in both hands, stopped in the middle of
swinging toward the Gorgansha who had just put down another alien, this one of
a species that could only be a slave on this world.


“We are not here to
interfere in this culture, Marine,” said the officer, her faceplate up, revealing
an angry expression on her face, tears in her eyes.


“But, that asshole just
murdered that other alien.”


“That is within their
laws, private.  Now stand down.”


The private nodded and
lowered his weapon, while the Gorgansha who had murdered the other alien
proceeded to strip the clothing and other devices from the body of the being he
had killed.  His property.  He didn’t look at the humans, sparing not a thought
for them.  As far as he was concerned he had done nothing wrong, nothing to be
concerned about, though in the Empire he would have been facing charges of
murder and possible severe punishment.


We’re not in the Empire, thought the private,
wondering once again what he had done that had rated this nightmare of an
assignment.


Knowing there was nothing
he could do about it, he resumed his position of rest, holding his rifle at
present, watching as other slaves unloaded the shuttles on the landing field. 
They were giving the Gorgansha more tech, more devices that would cement their
power in this region.  It sickened him to think that his government was
complicit in this system.  There was nothing he could do about it now, but when
he got home he would be sending messages to his representatives in the
commons.   Then let the Imperial government continue to support these people.


One of the slaves
stumbled and fell, pulling over the cart he had been using to unload the
materials.  They were all in sturdy containers, and nothing could have damaged
them short of a weapon’s blast.  The Gorgansha overseer was having nothing of
it, and pulled a sonic device from his belt pouch and went to work disciplining
the slave, who cried out in pain and terror, trying to fend off the attack with
no success.


The private could take no
more.  He stepped forward in his armor at high speed, his left hand reaching
forward and grabbing the overseer by the shoulder if his garment.  With a quick
tug he propelled the Gorgansha thirty meters through the air to land hard on
the tarmac.


“Private Wilkins,” yelled
the officer, running over and putting an armored hand on his chest to keep him
from pursuing the targeted male.  “Stop.  You are relieved of duty as of this
moment.  Report to the shuttle.  You are to stay on the shuttle no matter
what.  And we will see what the captain has to say about your behavior.”


The officer leaned in,
her lips close by the auditory pickup of the suit’s helmet.  “I know how you
feel, private.  But we are Marines, and we are here to follow the directives of
those above us.  So get your ass back to the shuttle and I’ll see if I can save
your career.”


Wilkins nodded, took one
more look at the Gorgansha, who gave him a frightened look back.  He turned on
his heel and heading back to the shuttle, floating just above the field on his
grabbers.  At the moment he really didn’t care about a career helping people
like these abuse other sentients. 
















Chapter Twenty


 


Is life so dear or peace so sweet as to be
purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not
what course others may take, but as for me, give me liberty, or give me death!
Patrick Henry


 


“We are getting
complaints from both the owners and the humans over the treatment of our
slaves, Dread Lord,” said the subordinate over the com.  From his expression
the male was not happy to be making this report.  The supreme dictator couldn’t
blame him.  In the male’s position he wouldn’t want to be reporting this to him
either.


“How we treat our assets
is not the business of the humans,” growled the supreme dictator, leaning
forward in his ornate seat.  “And their owners will do as I say, if they want
to keep their heads.”


The lower ranking male
bowed his head, refusing to make eye contact with his dread lord.  Just as
Gonoras preferred it.


“The other thing, Dread
Lord, is that there appears to be talk among the slaves about the humans,” said
the male, speaking quickly, as if that would make what he had to say go past
the leader without giving him time to react.


“And what are they
talking about?” yelled the supreme dictator, wondering once again if it had
been a mistake to let the soft-hearted beings come down to the planet, or even
to visit the stations and ships in orbit.  It had been an imperative to let
them aboard the vessels, so that the upgrading would advance as quickly as
possible.  But maybe not the planet.


“They speak of how the
humans don’t have slaves, but have brotherhood with the other peoples in their
empire.  And how someday the humans might bring freedom to our space.”


The supreme dictator slammed
a hand down on his chair arm and surged to his feet, his eyes glaring at the
messenger.  He knew better than to threaten one who brought bad news, lest he
be isolated from the information he needed to rule.  But he was tempted.  “Any
slaves caught speaking so are to be executed, immediately.  In front of their
peers.  And I don’t give one damn what the owners think.  They will be
compensated, as long as there are not too many of them belonging to any one
owner.  Then the owner will be punished, for allowing his slaves to become so
rebellious.”


The messenger bowed and
waited.  Gonoras waved a hand of dismissal and sat back in his chair, watching
the other male flee the room.  It was right that his people should fear him. 
That was the only way he maintained his power, through fear.  That had worked
for generations of supreme dictators, and would continue to be effective for
many more.  And when it was no longer enough, he had the battle bots he had
ordered developed to impose his will.


*     *     *


“I have Admiral Halliday
on the com, General Wittmore.”


Travis nodded and looked
over at the holo that was springing into existence over his desk at the
invitation he had sent through his implant.  The face of an attractive woman
appeared in the holo, not a raving beauty, but with intense and intelligent
eyes looking out of a freckled face.


“General.  I’m Rear
Admiral Sonya Halliday.  I’ve been instructed to follow your directives while I
am here.”


Directives, thought the general.  Not
orders.  So the admiral would do what he told her to do, but would
determine how she was going to do it.  Fair enough.  He wouldn’t expect her to
tell him what to do about ground combat, so he wouldn’t demand she maneuver her
ships according to his commands.


“I expect you to keep them
away from the planet, Admiral.  And to reduce the number of missiles we have to
deal with.  Our planetary defenses are quite good, but not enough to stop a
concentrated swarm.”


“Understood.  Once we
determine the enemy’s entry point into normal space, we will form a barrier
between them and the planet.  Any wormholes we can load aboard my ships?”


“You mean beside the
gate?” asked Wittmore, pulling up a screen.  “All of our wormholes went along
with the force taken by Vice Admiral Lysenko when he headed out to challenge
the Machines.”  And got himself killed, while getting most of his command
shot to hell, thought Wittmore.  Lysenko had been known as a good leader,
and good tactician.  But the Machines had played on the human fallibility of
thinking they were the masters of all situations, and he had led his force into
a trap.  One the humans had pulled on the Machines often enough, and should
have expected eventually to be the recipients of the same tactic.  Not all of his
ships had been lost, but enough of them to reduce them to an ineffective
force.  “We have one you can have.  The other three will be returning with the
remains of Lysenko’s force.”


“Understood.  Then I
think we will take that wormhole aboard my flagship as soon as possible.  I
need to load up on as many missiles as I can to replenish my ships after they
have exhausted their supplies.  And I understand you have some wings of
inertialess fighters.”


“Yes, Admiral.  About
four hundred of the things, if you think you can use them.”


Wittmore was sure she
could use them.  In fact, they had been in his mind when he had tried to talk
Lysenko into staying in the system to meet the aliens.


“We’ll use them,
alright.  And I think my tactical officer has a plan that might just take them
off guard.  The one thing I can’t guarantee is that they won’t get something to
the planet.  That’s up to you, General Wittmore.  Now, if you would excuse me,
I need to see to my command.”  The officer saluted, and Wittmore returned the honor,
allowing her to be about her business.


“I see the Empire sent
the ships you requested,” said the President of the planet some time later. 
“Did they send enough?”


“I think so, Mr.
President.”  But we won’t know for sure until they come at us. 


*     *     *


“I want you to plan a
surprise attack against the humans,” said Supreme Dictator Hraston Gonoras.


“You don’t mean to attack
them, my Lord?” said the horrified chief of the planning staff.  “We’re still
at war with the artificial life forms, and in no manner are we their match.”


“Of course not, you
fool,” said Gonoras, scowling, an expression that could send most of his people
into paroxysms of terror.  The male flinched before the glare, causing the male
to cower even more.  “Oh, quit cringing.”  The dictator thought for a moment
how the humans cringed before no one, and people underneath their leaders were
not afraid to voice their opinions.  He thought that might be useful in his
people, as long as they didn’t carry it too far.


“I want us to have a contingency
plan to attack and defeat them after the war with the artificial life forms is
over.  And eventually it will be over, and we will be faced with a fleet of
these creatures still on our doorstep.  I don’t trust them to not move against
our people, and destroy our culture so they can supplant it with their own.”


“I, could see that, my
Lord.  But they are very powerful.  And what about the bulk of their Empire?”


“The only way we are
going to defeat them is to strike by surprise, and destroy most of their
warships before they know what is happening.  They are a very intelligent
people, but they are foolish as well.  If planned properly we should have our
ships in position to take them out while their defenses are down.  As to their
larger Empire, if such is really as large as they say?  They are in a war with
an even larger power, and I doubt they will be able to send more ships out to
this region if we destroy what is already here.  And while they are still
waging war against their major enemy, we will continue to build our fleet,
converting them to the hyper VII standard that is still not the majority of
their vessels.”


The chief of the planning
staff gave an eye blink of acknowledgment while his tail swished back and forth
in agitation.  The supreme dictator had been sure that his people wouldn’t like
the idea, but what else could they do?  The humans were militarily powerful,
and politically weak.  They were spreading ideas to those of his people they
came in contact with, and he couldn’t allow those ideas to stand.  He would
first destroy their fleet, then execute those of his people who had the
greatest contact with them.  The society must be cleansed.  And if everything
went as planned, and they had eliminated the humans in this sector, his fleet would
be the most powerful military force in this region of the galactic arm, and he
could expand his empire.


The supreme dictator was
almost salivating, a response to hunger his species shared with the humans,
with anticipation of the worlds he would rule, the slaves he would take.  And
it would all happen once they were rid of the artificial life forms which were
still the primary opponent of the moment.


“You are dismissed,” he
told the admiral.  “I want to see your initial study by the end of the week.”


The male bowed low and
backed out of the room, by protocol not showing his back to his ruler.  Gonoras
sat down behind his desk, pulling up the information he wanted to look at now. 
First the strategic resource production facilities.   What they needed the most
were supermetals, so they could eventually convert all of their ships to hyper
VII, as well as build the mass of missiles they would need to become a truly
galactic power.  Next was antimatter to power those ships to higher dimensions,
and supply the warheads the missiles would need.  He would liked to have some
of the human wormholes as well, but his people weren’t sure how to generate the
energy needed to create them.  He also wasn’t sure they knew enough of the
theory to build them even if they had the energy, but his people might have
been too afraid to tell him that they didn’t.  Any wormholes they had which the
humans had lent them were sure to be turned off as soon as he struck.  He would
just have to do without for the foreseeable future.


Maybe we can launch some
kind of weapon through the wormhole to their space, was his next thought. 
If they could, might they be able to take out their generating facility, and
take the use of the wormholes away from them as well?


The supreme dictator
leaned back in his chair and laughed.  Soon the universe would be his.  Like
most dictators throughout history, he had an arrogant assessment of his own
capabilities, far from the mark of reality.  That would lead him to make
mistakes, which would come back to destroy him and severely damage his people.


*     *     *


The Machine force, one
hundred and sixty-three vessels, came out of hyper, two light minutes back from
the barrier.  That translated into thirty-six million kilometers.  They were
learning.


“I guess you’re glad you
didn’t try to ambush them, Admiral,” said General Travis Wittmore over the
com.  Black Prince and the rest of her force sat dead in space about
twenty light minutes from the planet, three hundred and sixty million
kilometers.


“Yes, sir,” said the
woman, her attention locked on the plot, only glancing over every once in a
while to look at the general.  “After what they did to Count Lysenko, I thought
they might also change their strategy on approach to the system.  Too bad.  It
was also nice to depend on them jumping into our ambushes.”


Every time in the past
the Machines had jumped back into normal space less than a second’s travel time
to the barrier.  Every time, as if they wanted to show the slower organics how
precise Machines could be.  Not this time.  They had not fallen for the normal
human ruse of putting ships just outside the barrier to hit them up the ass as
soon as they translated out of hyper.


“I have informed Admiral
Bednarczyk of their unexpected actions,” continued the two star flag officer. 
“This is going to make things so much more difficult.”


Wittmore nodded.  It was
always easier to deal with a predictable enemy.  One that kept pulling
surprises was a whole other can of worms.


“When are you going to
open fire, Admiral?” asked the ground pounder.  He was in charge of the system,
but the force was hers, and it was up to her how to use it.  But if it had been
him he would have been putting missiles through his single wormhole as soon as
they entered normal space, expecting to hit them in the couple of hours flight
time of the fast coasting missiles.


“We’re launching our
third volley as we speak, General,” said the Fleet officer, a smile creeping
across her face.  “I have forty tubes on the other end ready to fire, and I’m
going to use them all.  And all we can put through the gate, as well.”


Wittmore felt himself
smiling too.  He thought well of any officer who used all the firepower they
had as soon as they had a target.  One of the first things Halliday had done
when she entered the system had been to request the retasking of a number of
the preacceleration tubes.  Normally they were clustered in groups of twenty,
meaning that any one ship could only get ten minutes of fire from them before
having to wait another forty minutes for more missiles to be ready.  With no
major fleet actions going on in home space, there were a lot more tubes
available, and moving more of the launchers together had doubled her rate of
fire per hour.


She had also taken charge
of all four hundred inertialess fighters and the seventy-one fast attack craft
that had been in the system.  And there were some other surprises coming
through the wormhole gate.  Seventeen ships, the remains of Lysenko’s command,
would be coming into normal space in ten hours.  They weren’t much by
themselves, but they did have another wormhole, which would be connected to
another set of launch tubes.


“I need to get back to
planning my battle, General,” she said, looking at him for a few moments before
her eyes were back on the plot.


“I understand.  And
Godspeed, Sonya.”


The direct holo to her
died, replaced immediately by a view of the system as seen by the tactical plot
of the flagship.  The Machines were boosting into the system at their maximum
acceleration, over a thousand gravities.  They weren’t firing missiles yet,
since all of theirs would be trackable by graviton emission.  And he could see
things they couldn’t, yet.


The admiral’s force was
powered down at the moment, no shields, no propulsion, no beam weapons.  Heat
was being dispersed by microwaves in a direction away from the sensors of the
Machines.  They were still producing some heat that they couldn’t offload in
that manner, but very little, and they wouldn’t be detected for quite some
time.  A line of dots out toward the edge of the system, moving at faster than
light toward the enemy, were two of the wings of inertialess fighters.  They
weren’t really tracking them.  The images were simulations of where they were
thought to be, based on the inertial guidance system readings of their
Klassekian com techs.  They actually might be anywhere within a dozen light
seconds of where they were on the plot.


Another line reached for
the machines from the opposite direction, while another smaller group floated
in space thirty light seconds in from the Machines, the light attack craft. 
These were ten thousand ton ships, with high acceleration and maneuverability, carrying
a quartet of two hundred ton capital ship missiles.  They were fragile craft,
like insects in a space battle, but they carried a heavy sting.


The com announcement
buzzed, and the general accepted as soon as he saw who was on the other end.


“Mr. President.”


“General.  I heard that
they have arrived.”


“They have.  And we are
as ready for them as we ever will be.”


“But is that ready
enough?”


“I can’t say.  All I can
say is we doing everything we can.”


“Then all we can do is
pray,” said the leader of the Klassek people, his holo zooming out to show the
huge interior of one of the churches of his religion.


It was circular, like all
such temples of that faith, with a burning blue light of hydrogen hanging from
up above the center.  That was the light of the blue giant that had lit the
night skies of the planet, before it had gone supernova and turned into the
ultimate dark, a black hole.  The general had thought that the faith would die
out when their god of fire was no more, but the way they had been saved had
actually strengthened the faith.  No use telling the people that it had not
been deities, but the machines of ancient beings.  Those machines had come
alive and translated the planet into another space that had protected them from
the storm of radiation the exploding star had sent their way.  Now the huge
constructs that still rose out of the ground and outside of the atmosphere,
which had once been mere curiosities for all but the most superstitious of
cults, were revered objects, and great temples had been reared at their bases,
all around the world.


The cathedral was filled
with Klassekians, tens of thousands of them, all standing with their tentacles
lashing the air in ecstatic worship, asking for their gods to once again
protect them.  The general didn’t see where that would do them any good.  If
their gods had been real, why hadn’t they kept the Machines from invading the
planet?  But their praying couldn’t hurt, either.


I wonder what those
fanatics on the other side of the world are praying for? he thought.  Most likely
they were calling upon their death gods to aid the Machines in destroying the
world, since the supernova hadn’t done it like they had wished, and the several
attacks by Machines hadn’t either.


“Praying is all well and
good, Mr. President.  But I want your soldiers to be ready to put up a fight if
it comes to that.”


“What can my people do
against those monstrous spaceships your enemy brings?”


“They can man the orbital
and ground defenses, and get ready to take out any missiles that make it
through our space force.  And I want everyone on alert for another eruption of
the Machines on this planet.  I have mine on alert right now.”


“I thought we were
through with those things.”


“I think we are.  But if
they come bursting out from hiding, this will be the time, while they know they
have ships in our space.  And the invaders might pull something like they did
last time, and get more of their factories onto the surface.  Not saying that
will happen, but my people didn’t get as far as they have without being
prepared.”


Of course we weren’t
prepared for these bastards to revolt on us back all those centuries ago, thought the general as
he switched back to the system plot, unable to tear himself away from the
slowly developing drama.


Two hours later the first
wave of missiles appeared on the plot as they engaged their grabbers to acquire
the targets.  That was one thing the Machines hadn’t seemed to have learned. 
If they had started to randomly maneuver as soon as they were in system, the
missile streams might have missed by light minutes, and been forced to engaged
at a distance at which the enemy could have taken them under fire with counters
for minutes before they reached.  Now it was too late, and seven of their ships
disappeared from the plot seven seconds after the missiles engaged, along with
all the weapons.


The Machines ships
started to change their vectors, but the next three waves of missiles, coming
in groups over a minute and a half, still engaged successfully.  And twenty-two
more Machines fell off the plot.  After that the waves were forced to engage
grabbers from further out in order to adjust their paths, and the Machines were
able to take more out at long range.  Over the next ten minutes they only lost
five more vessels, and they started cycling their own missiles toward the inner
system.


Over twenty minutes later
the first of the inertialess fighter wings came in, dropping their bubbles at
ten light seconds distance, speeding in at point nine light, launching their missiles
as soon as they had locks.  The smaller weapons didn’t carry the kinetic punch
of the capital ship weapons.  Still, a direct hit would destroy a smaller
vessel, and cause serious damage to one of the larger ones.  The wing passed
through the Machine fleet, losing sixteen of their own ships and taking almost
as many of the larger enemy vessels with them.


In the next ten minutes
the other three wings hit.  By the time they were through the Machine fleet had
been more than halved, and four hundred and thirty brave sentients had given
their lives for the victory.  Twenty-one minutes later the Machine fleet ran
into the buzz-saw of the fast attack craft, boosting at seven hundred
gravities, aligning themselves with the enemy force, then releasing over two hundred
and eighty capital ship missiles carrying their point seven light velocity. 
The fast attack craft continued in behind their missiles, forcing the Machines
to expend weapons on trying to destroy them.  The Machines got a baker’s dozen
of the human craft, and thirteen of the ships were destroyed.  But when they
finished their attack only seventy-two Machine vessels continued into the
system.


“That takes them down to
where I think we can handle them, General,” said Admiral Halliday as her face
came back up on the holo.  “We’re launching from all ships now, and will move
out to attack right after.”


“What about their
missiles still coming in?”


“That’s what the
inertialess fighters will be doing from here on, sir.  And you’ll need to get
all of your defenses ready to take out whatever gets through.”


And anything that got
through would be at risk of hitting the planet, and traveling at their speed,
that could spell disaster.


*     *     *


The wormhole gate aligned
itself on its grabbers, its mirror face oriented toward the oncoming Machine
fleet.  The warships and fighters, the wormhole launched missiles and the ship
fired weapons, had whittled them down.  But not enough.  And their return fire
had hurt Halliday’s force, had taken out a third of her ships.  The only thing
that could be said in the positive for that was that those weapons would not be
heading for the planet.  But they needed more, and the time had come for the
missiles that had been boosting in Donut space for the last hour to come
out.


It wasn’t an elegant
solution, not like the accelerators that would feed missiles into the wormholes
aboard ships.  But it would get missiles into the current space and headed
toward the enemy, cutting off their grabbers before traversing the wormhole and
becoming undetectable most of the way.  If they could take out a third of the
enemy vessels it was a win, and that might give the human force the edge it
needed.


Three hundred missiles
came flying through the mirrored surface already on a heading for the enemy.  Five
seconds later three hundred more came out, and on and on, until three thousand
missiles were in space.


“We’ve got missiles in
the queue, ma’am.”


“Then let them git after
the bastards,” said Halliday in her New Texas drawl.


“I’m estimating that they
will be in beam weapon range in twenty-seven minutes, ma’am,” called out the
navigator.


“Shit.”  Sonya didn’t
want to get in a knife fight with the Machine ships.   They still outnumbered
her, and they had no fear.  Even if she won that battle, she would suffer
severe losses.  She wasn’t afraid to die, but had no wish to do so in the near
future, and was sure none of her people felt any different.  “Start changing
our vector,” she ordered the navigator, then looked at the com officer, making
sure that one would start relaying the order to the other ships.  “I want us to
avoid them closing with us, but I want to maintain our position between them
and the planet.”


She looked back at the
plot, watching as the course changes appeared.  They would still get very close
to the enemy, which was not what she wanted.  She would continue to have the
advantage at range, but by interposing her force between them and the planet
she had restricted her actions.  No help for it, she thought.  Her job
was to save the planet first, and worry about her ships later, if there was a
later.


*     *     *


“We have twenty-three
Machine vessels still on intercept,” called out the force tactical officer.


Halliday hadn’t taken her
eyes off the plot for the last fifteen minutes, watching as the Machine ships
continued to close.  A swarm of missiles had flown by on their way toward the
planet, their primary target.  She was sure that if they could get by her ships
they would head for the planet.  If they could destroy it, they would.  If not,
they would infiltrate more of their factories onto the world, and the fight
would be on again to stop them from trying to kill all life on the surface.


“We have another swarm
coming in.  Looks like they’re also targeted on the planet.”


“Try to hit as many of
them as we can on the way by,” ordered Halliday.  “All beam weapons and
counters.”


The enemy fleet wasn’t
firing missiles at her force, so there really wasn’t any other employment for
their missile defenses.


Counters went out to
attack the missiles still on approach.  All the beam weapons started engaging
when they entered the one light minute envelop.  There were many hits by the
beams with little affect at first.  As the swarm passed by missiles started to
explode, overloaded by multiple strikes of lasers and particle beams.  Soon
they were out of range, several hundred still on their way toward the planet.”


“They can’t have very
many of them left,” said the admiral, thinking that she had to be correct. 
Really more like hoping.  How many missiles can they carry?  The answer
to that was probably more than the humans could believe.  Their ships didn’t
need frivolous accouterments like crew quarters, recreation and messing
compartments, medical, or other.  Their Marines could transfer from ship
to ship without hangar based shuttles.  They had no need of life support.  All
of that could go into weapons, and some of that largess could go into larger
missile magazines.


“We’re getting another
launch from the enemy.”


“Give them our missiles
until the launch tubes melt,” cried out Halliday, standing up from her command
chair.  Of course they wouldn’t melt, but she had a reputation to uphold, that
of someone well educated on ancient military quotations, delivered in the drawl
of a New Texas commoner.


The tactical officer
didn’t even question her inaccuracy, used to it after serving on her flagship
for over a year.  The ship shook slightly as the missiles left the wormholes,
speeding toward the enemy.


“Inertialess fighters are
hitting both missiles swarms,” called out the sensor officer.


The plot was now showing
the almost two hundred fighters in each group, the survivors of the strike on
the enemy.  Some had been able to rearm, most had not.  Now they had dropped
out of their bubbles just ahead of the missiles, those with their own
projectiles putting them into space, and all waiting until the missiles came
into beam range.  The enemy weapons were in beam range for almost three minutes
as they passed the fighters that were moving on a similar vector at high
velocity.  Their beams were not as powerful as those of the ships, and it took
much more contact to destroy a missile.  Still, they accounted for almost half
of each remaining swarm as they passed.


Now it was up to the
planet and its defenses to take care of the rest.  It was going to come down to
the targeting skill of the planetary defense forces and a lot of luck, since
only one missile getting through could be a disaster.


We should have taken
everyone and put them on habitats, thought the admiral, herself having no great
attachment to the surfaces of living worlds, inhabiting ships and stations
since her graduation from the academy.  Five missiles coming in at relativistic
speeds could kill all life on a planetary surface, where it would take
thousands of missiles to kill the same number of people on a great number of
habitats.  But most living creatures, evolving on the surfaces of worlds, still
saw the open spaces of atmosphere and water as the preferred habitat.  But she
preferred the habitat of space, with perfect temperature control and gravity to
suit the comfort of the individual.  Though she had to admit that when a hull
ruptured the environment of space was not perfect. 


*     *     *


“We have forty-seven
Machine missiles still on course to intercept with Klassek, General.”


“Can we get them?” asked
Wittmore, looking at the tactical plot and realizing the question he had just
asked made no sense.  They could try to get them all.  They could hope to get
them all.  But there was no way they could guarantee success.


“We’re launching now,”
said the Fleet captain who was in charge of the largest space station in orbit
around Klassek, that which was the control center for planetary defense.


Klassek had become one of
the most heavily defended worlds in the Empire, even though it was one of the
newest.  All three of the larger stations in orbit had multiple counter missile
tubes and heavy beam batteries.  There were over a hundred defense satellites
in close and medium orbit, massing several hundred thousand tons each, with
scores of counters, one particle beam and two laser rings on every one.  Now
all of those assets were aligned in orbit on the side of the planet facing the
missile swarm, sensors locking on as best they could while beam weapons powered
up to their maximum load.


Thousands of counters
left their cells and tubes within seconds of each other, heading out and
accelerating at twenty thousand gravities.  Against slow targets every one
would get a hit, unless it was taken out by weapons on the incoming missile. 
The missiles were coming in at point seven-seven light, difficult targets to
engage, and they were the larger Machine weapons, each carrying defensive beams
and their own counter missiles.


The first wave of
counters cut the incoming missiles by half.  Another launch took out all but
five, which were seconds from hitting the planet.  Every beam weapon in orbit
reached out, making contact with all of the weapons, most for an insufficient
time to do much more than vaporize an infinitesimal amount of its mass.  Four
Machine weapons were hit by enough beams that the cumulative effect was to
vaporize large parts of their hulls, sending them off on angles that would not
intersect the planet.  Three exploded into plasma.  And one missile came on, to
strike the largest of the stations, converting itself and most of the
multimillion ton space station into plasma.  Tens of thousands of people went
with it into oblivion.


Wittmore watched as the
station disappeared from the plot along with the last missile.  He was about to
cheer that the planet had been saved, when the enormity of the loss to his own
people hit.  Tens of thousands of more people killed defending Klassek, which
seemed to be a magnet drawing in the Machines.  Including many people he had
worked with for over a year.


“Is it over?” asked
President Contera over the com moments later.


“Yes, Mr. President,”
said the general through gritted teeth.  “The planet is safe, for the moment.”


“Forgive me, General,”
said the Klassekian, who had been around humans as much as anyone on his
planet, and knew how to recognize their moods.  “I know you lost the space
fortress, and all of those people aboard.  We had people aboard as well.  But I
had to think of the greater number of my people first, most, always.”


“I know, sir.  And it is
also my job to keep this planet and its people safe.  But, all of the Imperial
military on the planet and in orbit are my responsibility.”


“Are we still at risk
from their small machines, General?”


Wittmore thought about
that for a moment.  In the recent past the Machines had released an invasion of
their factory modules that had fallen onto the planet and launched their own
invasion.  It had taken a lot of effort to get rid of them, at the cost of
millions of lives.  But he thought they had the measure of the Machines this
time.


“We’ll keep our people on
alert, Mr. President.  If anything comes down we’ll be on them before they’re
prepared.  I’m not about to see them establish another foothold on this world.”


*     *     *


The survivors of the
Klassekian system defense force, the ships that Lysenko had taken out to attack
the incoming Machine ships, dropped back into normal space.  Halliday had been
in com link with them through the wormhole the entire way, setting them up to
attack the Machines as soon they were back in normal space, but it hadn’t been
needed.


“We need to get your ship
back to Bolthole as soon as possible,” said Halliday to the commander who was
acting captain of the King Jarvis, the one surviving battleship of that
force, still combat capable, barely.


“And who’s going to guard
the system while we’re gone, ma’am?” asked the commander.


“We’re going to have to
fill in for your ship while you’re in the shipyard,” said Halliday, thinking of
the tensions this was going to cause Bednarczyk when she realized the force she
had temporarily detached was not coming back as fast as she would have wanted.


“Yes, ma’am.  We’ll
unload the wormhole as soon as we get insystem.”


Halliday thought for a
moment.  She would have two wormholes, as well as the gate.  Probably enough to
hold the system unless the Machines sent a massive force her way.  And she
would depend on Admiral Bednarczyk to make sure that no other large forces
would head in this direction.


She herself would have
preferred to have headed back to Machine space, where the big show was still
going on.  Unfortunately, her orders had come from the top, the Chief of Naval
Operations herself.  And she had doubts that that was where the orders had
originated.


 “Begin bringing reloads
through the wormhole,” she ordered her people.  “I’ll be in conference with the
ground pounder officer.”


 
















Chapter Twenty-one


 


I love the name of honor, more than I fear death.
Julius Caesar


 


GORGANSHA SPACE ON EDGE OF MACHINE SPACE: 
NOVEMBER 30TH, 1002.


 


“We’re picking up a
Machine force leaving the system ahead, ma’am,” reported the com officer,
relaying the information from one of the forward scouts of the force.


“Isn’t that one of the
Gorgansha systems?” asked Mara Montgomery, a sick feeling in her stomach.  She
looked at the plot, ordering the information to come up on her implant.  She
felt the sickness grow as she looked up the vital stats of the world.  It was
one of the newer colonies of the Gorgansha people, estimated population, thirty
million Gorgansha, with about ten million slaves.  Mostly a farming world, with
some few industrial concerns.  A welcoming world with lots of native life,
nothing too dangerous, well back on the evolutionary scale from the colonists. 
Defenses were almost nonexistent.  And there would only be one reason that a
Machine force would be leaving that system.


“Send all our hyper VII
ships, including this ship and its escorts, on an intercept course,” she
ordered after a moment’s thought.  “I want that group blown out of space. 
Hyper VI ships are to continue on into the system without us.  If there’s
anyone left alive there, I want them helped and protected.”


The Machine force,
fifty-three ships, were in hyper VI, boosting at maximum to get away from the
human ships they had detected.  They would not escape from the hyper VII
warships, which closed quickly on them.  The Machines ships, without fear or
any other motivated emotions, continued on with mechanical fatalism.  The VII
ships swept by them, decelerating in order to drop missiles down to the lower
dimension and hit them from the sides.  For fear that they might have enough
ships with graviton beam projectors to drop some of her ships catastrophically
out of hyper, Mara kept her ships well away.  As a couple of dozen of the
missiles they fired dropped off the plot she realized she had made the right
decision.  Hundreds of missiles got through, though, since the enemy ships
couldn’t cover more than a few of the angles of approach.  Half the Machine
ships dropped off the plot, along with many missiles taken out by the enemy’s
close in defenses.


The ships were going slow
enough to jump down to the lower dimension, which they did as soon as they were
past.  Streams of wormhole launched missiles then slammed into the Machine
force, obliterating it.


“Destroyer squadrons
three and four are ordered to drop into normal space and make sure nothing
survived,” Mara ordered over the com.  The twenty designated vessels dropped
down into normal space and started to decelerate at their maximum rate.  They
would come back and sweep the area with active sensors, destroying any
significant Machine wreckage they could find.  The Machines might have been
destroyed by the catastrophic translations, or some might have survived. 
Non-organic intelligences were tough, and Mara saw no reason to take any
chances while she had the time to track them down.


“Commodore Braxis is
reporting they have dropped into normal space outside the system, ma’am.  No
sign of life.”


“No signals?” asked
Montgomery, the sick feeling returning.


“No signs of life,
ma’am.  The habitable planet no longer is.”


“By the Goddess, no.” 
But she had known what was coming.  The Machines would only have been on the
way out if they had finished what they came to do, exterminate all life in the
system.


“Show me,” ordered Mara,
not really wanting to see what awaited in the system, duty bound to look at it.


The images on the holo
were as horrific as she thought they would be.  A once living world turned into
a lava field, fresh craters glowing on the small moon.  An image of an
interplanetary liner, a great melted rip from bow to stern, floated in the
holo.  It had probably been taking people hoping to get away to some kind of
safety, but it wasn’t to be.


Everyone dead, she thought, her ill
feeling giving way to rage.


“We’re receiving signals
from the asteroid belt, ma’am.  There are survivors.”


The words sunk in.  There
are survivors.  How many out of the tens of millions who had been alive days
before?


“Send ships to those
signal sources.  I want them to pick up those survivors and…”


“We’re picking up another
Machine force, ma’am.  Moving toward us in hyper VII.”


“How many?” she asked, in
her mind striking out at the enemy and tearing them apart.


“Two hundred and
fifty-three so far, ma’am.”


“By the Goddess.”  Mara
looked at the com officer in shock.  That was larger than her own force, and
all of them were hyper VII.  If she met them in hyper they would have the
advantage over her forty-nine hyper VII ships, and a much greater advantage
over her ninety-one VI vessels.  And she currently had twenty of her hyper VII
ships, destroyers, sweeping normal space.


“All ships to the
system,” she ordered.  “Send message to destroyer squadrons on search and
destroy.  They are to stop in space and lay low.  After the enemy passes and is
in stair step approach, they are to jump back up to hyper VII and maneuver
outside the system.”  That should catch the enemy’s attention, and the Machines
wouldn’t be able to do anything about them for some time.  While she was making
enough noise to lure them into the system, where she would have the advantages
over them due to her wormhole launchers.


After she had gotten all
of her ships into normal space she started setting up her ambush.  After a
short consult with her tactical people, she decided that an ambush such as
those pulled on the Cacas would probably work very well here.  From the current
information from Klassek the Machines might not translate right at the barrier,
so she made sure everyone was ready to strike them no matter where they came
out.  That done, she arranged her ships, which spent a half an hour accelerating
and decelerating and getting set, then going cold, waiting for the Machines to
come in.  And if they came in like they tended to do, they would find a
surprise waiting for them.


*     *     *


The Machine flagship,
that on which rode the designated AI controlling the fleet, decided that the
humans would be best attacked quickly.  It would give them no time to organize,
but would come into the system and fire on everything they could acquire with
their superior processing speed.  This system had been marked for the
extermination of all life, and since it didn’t know if the first force to come
here had accomplished its mission, or if they had been destroyed by these
humans before they could complete the system, it would plan for that as well. 
Once they destroyed the human fleet they could make sure all life was wiped
clean from the system.


As they were halfway into
the stair step procedure, just into hyper III, they picked up the hyper
signatures of twenty human ships behind them, well away from the system.  From
the signatures they were small ships, the ones the humans used for escort
duty.  They were determined to not be a threat at the moment, though they could
be the scouts of a larger force.  Too far into the entry pathway, and not
willing to waste any more time, the Machine fleet continued in, set to jump, as
usual, at the last moment before hitting the barrier, again saving time.


As soon as they jumped
into normal space, within seconds of each other as each got in close proximity
to the barrier, they detected the thirty-seven vessels in front of them, all
firing as soon as they had targets.  There were other ship traces from within
the system, in positions where the Machines couldn’t do nothing about them for
the time being.  They started to lock onto the human ships ahead, getting ready
to fire.  That was when they detected the missiles coming in from behind at
point nine-five light, followed by a swarm of missiles accelerating at fifteen
thousand gravities.  And the controlling processor knew it had stepped into a
trap it couldn’t escape.  Which didn’t mean it wouldn’t fight back while it
could.


*     *     *


Mara didn’t have to give
an order.  Everyone in her command knew what to do.  The only order she had to
give before the Machines jumped into normal space was ‘fire at them until
they’re all destroyed.’  And that was what her command did.  The ones in front
fired at the same time all the wormhole launchers in her force, seven of them,
released their first streams from behind.  All the attention was paid to the
ships in front.  The Machines fired, then detected the incoming wormhole
missiles, at the same time as the outer force shot from every tube they had. 
The Machines reacted quickly, as always, but a third of the wormhole missiles
made it through, and Fifty-four Machine vessels turned into expanding clouds of
plasma.  The rest fired, and the missile duel was on.


Montgomery sat back in
her chair, not really caring about herself for the moment, feeling no fear, no
anxiety, only anger at the dead things that had destroyed this living system. 
All she had in her was rage, and she was going to feed it while watching the
bastards cease to exist.


Two more wormhole
launches struck the Machines before any of the conventionally launched missiles
hit a target.  Thirty-four more Machines vessels converted to plasma.  Then the
fast accelerating human missiles hit, and all but eleven of the Machine ships
were destroyed.  They finally got some hits of their own just as the last of
their ships were disappearing into superheated gaseous matter.


Mara nodded her head in
satisfaction, her anger somewhat mollified.  She had lost some ships, each of
them containing from hundreds to thousands of sets of hopes and dreams.  Those
hurt her.  But overriding that was the satisfaction that these murder machines
would no longer roam the galaxy.


“I want this space swept
completely.  I want anything larger than ten centimeters to be vaporized.  Am I
understood?”


Acknowledgments came from
all around, and she got up from her seat and headed to the hatch.  She thought
she would visit the Unitarian shrine aboard ship, and pray to her Goddess. 
Much life had been lost here, life sacred to her deity.  And she would pray for
forgiveness for her part in that tragedy.


 
















Chapter Twenty-two


 


What enables us to achieve our greatness contains
the seeds of our destruction. Jim Valvano


 


GORGANSHA HOME WORLD:  DECEMBER 8TH,
1002.


 


“Move,” yelled the
Gorgansha security guard, kicking the leg of the tall and ungainly alien that
was slowing the line of slaves.  The alien grunted and turned to look at the
guard, red eyes glaring with murderous intent.  The other slaves started to
become agitated as the other guards reached for their stun rods.


“Look away, private,”
said the Marine officer, scowling.  This was a different private, but it looked
as if the result might be the same.  Wilkins was confined to ship, having lost
some pay and the chance of promotion for his actions.  It could have been
worse, she imagined, and she didn’t want worse this time.


The tall alien looked
right at Samantha, the eyes going from rage filled to imploring in an instant. 
The guard hit it in the midsection with his stun rod, which must have been on
low power since it didn’t make him double over.  Before the guard could make another
move the slave grabbed him by the wrist and jerked upwards with awesome
strength, hurling the guard away, then jumping on the back of another who was
watching the line of slaves.


In an instant it was
bedlam, as the thousand or more slaves swarmed the less than thirty security
guards under.  A few got off shots, and one slave dropped with a gruesome wound
to the head.  One guard, the officer, looked over at Samantha before he was
picked up and slammed to the ground.


Your problem, thought the Marine officer,
looking coldly at the Gorgansha male.  They were here to look after the safety
of Imperial spacers and technicians, not to keep the slaves in line.


All of the slaves started
screaming in pain and terror, hands going to heads.


“What the hell is happening
to them?” asked one of the Marines.


“They have discipline
implants,” said the lieutenant.  “Marines.  Back away.  I want us out of here
before the Gorgansha strike back at them.”


One of the slaves pulled
something off the dead overseer’s belt and waved it at his head, immediately
calming, then waving it at the others, moving slowly down the line.


“He’s disabling their
implants,” yelled out the platoon sergeant.


“Keep moving,” yelled
back Samantha, waving for her people to get away from the revolt.  Now
explosions were going off in the distance, and she suspected that the revolt
was no longer local.


*     *     *


“The slaves are rising up
all over the planet, Supreme Lord.”


“Can we not push them
back into order with their implants?” asked the supreme dictator, looking at a
holo map of the planet, revolts showing as angry red blotches.  There were a
lot of those blotches, covering most of the urban and industrial areas.  Not
shown on the map were the revolts going on above the world, at the orbital
facilities.  In most cases they had been able to clamp down on those uprisings,
helped by the ability to close off sections of the stations at will.  In some
cases they had evacuated the atmosphere from those sections, spacing the
slaves.


“They have found a way to
disable their implants, Supreme Lord,” said the male over the com, the scene of
frantic activity behind him in the command center.  “And they have procured
weapons.”


“How in the name of the
universe did they do that?”


“Mostly off the people
they swarmed under, Supreme Lord.  But somehow they had secreted stockpiles in
every large metropolitan area.”


“And we will put this
insurrection down, when?”


The male didn’t answer
for some moments, which led the dictator to believe that he didn’t know.  That
was bad.  Very bad.  The system of slavery had been in place since the
Gorgansha people had first left their system and found intelligent aliens of
lesser technical abilities.  Slaves were cheap, trainable, and able to solve
problems on the spot, unlike most machines.  Their assets were also their
liabilities.  They could be trained in technical matters, and could use those
for themselves as well as their masters.  And they were problem solvers.  They
had obviously solved the problem of getting weapons for this revolt.


“We’ve just lost contact
with the Goransha Division, Supreme Lord,” said another voice, cutting in on
the transmission.  “Their last signal was that their command center was cut off
and the slaves had made it into the building.”


The dictator looked at
the new male, whose face appeared on another holo, with disbelief.  Goransha
was the second largest city on the planet, on the third largest continent.  If
their city defense and security division, over thirty thousand males, had been
destroyed, and that city lost to the rebels, things were very bad indeed.  And
the reports from many of the other large cities was almost as bad.  If they
could get the slaves out into the countryside they could destroy them with
heavy armored forces and air power.  But the cities were a different story. 
They were perfect nests for the rebels to fight and resist in.


“Can we take the cities
back without gutting them?” asked the supreme dictator, a hollow feeling in his
stomach.


“We can take them back,
Supreme Lord.  But it might take orbital bombardment to take out the centers of
resistance.  Either that, or lose millions of our males to take them in street
fighting.”


The dictator sat back in
his chair, the energy going out of him.  To lose the hearts of their largest
cities, as well as some of the smaller but still important ones.  Or to lose
millions of troops, while still eviscerating the urban centers.  And probably
losing two thirds of all the slaves on the planet.  And if it moved on to the
rest of the polity.


If only the humans hadn’t
come along with their ideas of equality of the species, thought the leader of the
Gorgansha.  But if they hadn’t have come along when they had, his people would
have gone down under the assault of the artificial life forms.


“Prepare the war machines
for deployment,” he told his military people.


“How many of them,
Supreme Lord?”


“All of them.  I want
this revolt crushed, swiftly.  And I want as many slaves as survive back to
work as soon as possible.  Except the leaders.  They will be executed publicly,
as an example to any others that might get ideas of revolt in their heads.”


All knew what that
meant.  They would be killed in public, over many days, in great pain.


“The humans will not like
that, Dread Lord.  Nor will they like our deploying war machines.  Especially
while we are still fighting those that originated in their space.”


“And I don’t give a
bloody damn what the humans like or don’t like.  We’ve gotten what we need from
them, and they still need our ships.  If they have anything to say, I will tell
them to perform sexual acts on themselves.”


All of the males on the
com link laughed at that image, then grew very serious in an instant when they
saw the face of their leader, who was not smiling.


*     *     *


“Your Majesty.  We have
picked up the Gorgansha machines on the surface of their planet.  They’re out.”


“How many, Natasha?” 
Admiral Natasha Khrushchev was in charge of the mission to the Gorgansha home
world.  She was also the watchdog on that world, keeping tabs on the aliens. 
She had a small force, just enough to protect herself from the supreme dictator
if he got it in his head to try and take her ships.  There was an open ship
gate in the system, leading to Bolthole and enough ships to come through and challenge
the Gorgansha if they tried anything stupid.  Trouble was, the Gorgansha fleet
had been upgrading with human help, and it was no longer a sure thing that the
humans could beat then that easily.


“Only two, so far.  But
we have positive identification on those two.  They’re not powered up, but they
are being moved from their deep bunker to someplace on the surface.  Wait a
minute,” said the Admiral, looking at something off holo.  “We’re picking up
two more of them on visual.  Again, they don’t seem to be powered up.  They’re
being moved on transports.  The first two are heading on one of their major
roadways out of the city.”


Sean could tell from her
tone that she was anxious, and he didn’t blame her.  This was a situation that
wasn’t supposed to be happening, but it was, and she was caught in the middle.


“Where the hell are they
going?” asked the Emperor, his voice rising with his own tension.  “What the
hell are they up to?”


“I don’t know, sir.  And
I’m not sure why they think they need them at this point.  They really aren’t
suited to ship to ship combat.  Unless they have some of those hidden away as
well.”


Sean shook his head.  He
almost couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It was happening again.  Another
intelligent species was deploying the autonomous war machines they had
developed, despite the warning of a species that had already gone through the
nightmare.  Even after fighting the very devices that the humans had built
centuries before.


“What do you want us to
do, your Majesty?”


Sean thought for a
moment, considering the orders he had already given, then changed his mind.  “I
don’t want you to bombard.  We don’t want collateral damage.  What I’m thinking
is the best way to do this is to follow them to their destination.  If it’s out
in the middle of nowhere I think a kinetic strike might work, though I’m loath
to do even that on their world.  If there is a chance of collateral damage, I
would like a Marine landing party to go down and destroy them.”


“Are you sure, your
Majesty?  I’m not sure that won’t be a one-way trip for the Marines.”


“I understand.  But that
may be our only option.”


“Understood, sir.  And
we’re picking up another pair of them.”


“How many of those things
do they have?” asked the Emperor, shaking his head.


“We spotted over a
hundred of them in the one bunker.  But there may be more.  Quite a few more.”


The Emperor nodded. 
There could be thousands, or tens of thousands, of those things hidden under
the city.  Or under other cities.


“Ma’am,” came a voice
from off the holo.  “You’ve got to see this.”


“Excuse me for a moment,
sir.”


“Send your take over the
com, Admiral.  I want to see what’s going on.”


*     *     *


“You must not use those
war machines, Supreme Lord,” said Admiral Natasha Khrushchev, looking into the
face of the leader of the Gorgansha people.  She had been told to prevent them
from deploying at all costs.  Unfortunately, the entire Gorgansha system
defense fleet, the augmented and improved force, which happened to outnumber
hers two to one, was clustered around the planet, within beam range of her
ships.


“This is my planet,
Admiral.  These are my people, and these are my devices.  I will use them as I
see fit.”


“You know what will
happen,” said Natasha, hoping to make the being see reason, and sure that she
was getting nowhere.


“I know what happened
with your AIs,” said the dictator, staring into her eyes.  “And you were two
centuries behind where we are now when you developed yours.  Perhaps we have
advanced past that stage.  And I have a revolt to put down.”


“There were cultures many
centuries ahead of where we are now that made the same mistakes,” said the
admiral in an imploring voice.  “It’s inherent in developing true thinking
machines and giving them mobility and weapons.  They process very quickly, all
of the data going into their artificial minds brings them to one conclusion. 
That they are our superiors.  And from there it is an easy leap to the
conclusion that we are in the way of their advancement, and must be removed. 
It happened quickly with ours, too damned quickly.”  She was silent for a
moment, thinking about what she could say that might sway the one mind she
needed to change here.  “Or maybe it happened at the proper time, before we
could deploy the bastards across the empire.  They were only on a couple of
worlds, in the testing stage.  We lost those worlds, and every living thing on
them.  Please, don’t make the same mistake.”


“So, you admit that these
Machines we now fight are yours,” said the male, glaring out of the holo.  “And
why should we trust you, if you let those loose on the universe.”


“We didn’t let them
loose, Supreme Dictator.  They escaped from our control, just like yours will
do.  So, no matter what, you must not deploy them.”


“I have a revolt to
crush, Admiral.  There is nothing more important at this time.  I will not lose
my home planet.  And I will not lose the property of my people.”


And that is the real
problem we have with you, thought Natasha, frowning.  It was bad enough that they had a
dictator with no checks and balances.  Even the Emperor wasn’t a supreme ruler,
though he approached such in wartime.  The Gorgansha executed their own people
at any excuse or none at all, without due process.  But the fact that they
owned intelligent beings was something that turned the stomach of every
Imperial officer that had to deal with them.  Even some of her Marine enlisted
had been disciplined for aggressive conduct against an ally, and she couldn’t
blame them.  She hated what she was about to do next, but she had her orders.


“What if we lent you the
troops to take back your cities without using those machines?”


“I don’t think you have
enough soldiers in your fleet to do me any good, Admiral.  And I cannot use
your air support or space assets.  I have enough of those, and don’t want to
see my cities reduced to rubble by your hand any more than I want to see them
destroyed by my forces.  So no, I will not be needing your troops.  In fact,
the war machines are being activated as we speak.”


Natasha stared in shock,
wondering what she was supposed to do.  Her orders were to stop them, no matter
the cost.  He had in fact told her to not bombard cities, which was where the
robots were currently located.  But he had told her to stop them, while she was
sure that the Emperor had not thought that might include burning an entire
inhabited planet down to bedrock.  And the machines, however many of them there
were, were scattered across a hundred cities and towns.  She would have to
destroy all of those habitations, with their billions of beings, in order to
annihilate the robots.  She decided to try one last gambit.


“I am under orders to
stop those machines from operating on the surface of your planet, Supreme
Dictator.”


“And my ships are under
orders to attack your force if you bombard the surface of the planet, or launch
fighters to raid us.”


“You know about my
reinforcements from Bolthole?”


“Yes,” said the Gorgansha
male with a hard smile.  “And my fleet is under orders to destroy that gate as
soon as any ships poke through unannounced.  So, the choice is yours, Admiral. 
You can try and follow your orders, and you will fail, and all of your ships
and people will be destroyed.  And you will initiate a war between your only
ally out here.  You need our ships.  This we know.  If not, you wouldn’t have
given your tech to a people you neither like nor trust.”  The dictator looked
off holo for a moment, his smile widening.


  “And besides, it’s too
late.  The machines are active.  We will talk of this later when the revolt is
put down, and you see that in this case you were wrong.  That you are not the
smartest beings in the galaxy.  That some other people were your superior in
developing AI.”


The holo went blank,
leaving the admiral to stare at the air over her desk.


“Get me the Emperor,” she
said into the air.  It took some minutes before a face appeared, and it was not
the Emperor, but merely one of his aides.


“I need to speak to the
Emperor,” she said, glaring at the woman who was serving as Sean’s surrogate at
the moment.


“The Emperor is not
available at the moment, ma’am.  Priority conference.”


“This is an emergency.”


“Then I will ask him to
contact you as soon as he is free.”


The holo blanked, and
Natasha could only think of one other person to contact.  “Admiral Bednarczyk.”


“I’ve been monitoring the
situation, Admiral,” said Beata as her face appeared on the holo.  “I’m not
sure what you can do, and I’m not about to order you to attack an ally without
the Emperor’s permission.”


Khrushchev was not sure
how she felt on hearing those words.  It meant that her force would not be
ordered into an action they couldn’t win.  But it also meant that the same
thing they were trying to prevent out here was about to happen once again, on
the planet below.


“All we can hope is that
we are wrong, and that those machines won’t do the same thing every other
self-aware battle bot has done in the history of the galaxy.”


“Do you think that
likely?”


“About as likely as my
winning Ms. Congeniality at the Ms. Jewel beauty pageant,” said Beata with a
barked laugh.  “It’s going to happen.  It just depends on how well they
constructed the AIs.  The better they are, the sooner they’ll turn.  And the
safeguards they placed in the programing won’t be worth a damn.”


“So what do you want me
to do, ma’am?”


“Prep all you landing
forces for immediate insertion to the surface of the planet, including all your
heavy forces and air support.  Program targets for kinetics into your force fire
control.  I’ve already sent a message through to Bolthole to start sending
their ships through as soon as you give the signal.”


“I thought we weren’t
supposed to attack our Ally’s, ma’am,” said the confused admiral.


“No.  You are not.  You
are to wait until they ask you to intervene, which they will do.  And when they
do, you will do everything within your power to destroy their machines.  Short
of killing cities and laying waste to continents.  Understood?”


“Yes, ma’am.  And I pray
it doesn’t come to that.”


“Pray all you want to,
Natasha,” said the frowning fleet commander.  “I haven’t found it to be much
use, myself, but maybe you’ll have better luck.”


*     *     *


“What do you have for me,
Admiral Chan?”


The tiny woman looked out
of the holo, even at this remove her nervous energy apparent to anyone who
talked with her.


“We may have made a
breakthrough with the memory core of the Machine we captured,” said the woman,
a five star admiral and probably one of the most brilliant physicists and
engineers in the Empire.  Not really a front-line researcher herself, her
brilliance was more in line with organizing and assigning teams to
responsibilities, and then tweeking their products until they actually worked. 
She had been responsible for many of the breakthroughs that were turning the
war around, such as the preacceleration tubes and the inertialess fighters. 
She still hadn’t been able to solve the problem of sending a wormhole through a
wormhole, but not for lack of trying.


“Can I assume your
safeguards are still in place at this time?”


The woman wore a look of
embarrassment on her face, and Sean felt sorry that he had even mentioned it. 
In a way it had not been her fault, since she couldn’t look over the shoulder
of every research team while they did their jobs.  In another way it was, since
the project was part of her command, and she was indeed responsible for
everything that happened, good or bad, under her watch.


“We have taken every safeguard,
your Majesty,” she said after closing her eyes for a moment.  “Every signal
coming out of that device is filtered before it ever gets to the eyes of a
researcher, all of whom are non-human. So we don’t expect anything untoward to
happen.”


And you didn’t expect it
in the first instance either, thought the Emperor, dismissing that thought as
soon as it came.  No one had thought a device, isolated as it had been, to be
able to pull off what it had.  Now they all knew better, having been taught a
hard lesson.


“And we have the core
aboard an old freighter in orbit around the base, also cut off from all but one
secure channel, and under the guns of a battle cruiser.”


And that’s kind of hard
on the researchers if the Machine somehow takes control of the ship, thought Sean.  But it
was an important project, and everyone involved was a volunteer.  Which still
didn’t make it any easier to stomach if something went wrong.


“But the news is, we have
broken through all the encryption layers on the memory, and are starting to
read it.  So far we’ve found a lot of disturbing information, enough to turn
the stomach of any thinking being.  And hints of some information that we can
really use.  Like maybe a way to get at the core of their programming and shut
them down.”


Sean sat up in his seat,
not sure he had heard the woman right.  If they could just send an order to the
Machines that would shut them down, tell them to stop, the war with them would
be over.  There would still be some cleanup, thousands of vessels and industrial
installations to dismantle.  Though they might be able to use the industrial
installations, antimatter and supermetal production facilities, for themselves
after they were certified sanitized.  No more death and destruction of living
beings, and that nightmare would be over.  Except…


“How long will it take to
find that code, Admiral?”


“Hell, your Majesty, the
existence of a shutdown code is just conjecture at this point.  But one my
cybernetics people think it very possible.  We originally had one placed in
their operating code, until they found a way to block our access during their
revolt.”


That had come as a great
shock to the people who had developed the war machines.  When they had gone
crazy and started first killing people, then killing the worlds they were on,
the Imperial scientists in charge of the project had sent them the shutdown
codes, expecting them to quietly turn themselves off.  When that hadn’t
happened the scientists had been surprised, for the little bit of time
remaining to them.  Then they had been dead, and the Machines had taken over
the worlds and started replicating themselves.


“And what’s to stop them
from blocking us this time?” he asked. There was a time for hopeful thinking,
and a time for realism.  And while in the middle of a war with the deadly
devices, realism might be the better course.


“We will have their
encryption codes, your Majesty.  If we can send the order through to them
simultaneous at all locations, then there won’t be any chance of some of them
sending a warning to the others to change the encryption codes.  I know that
will be difficult, but with some planning I think it very possible.”


“Good work, Admiral. 
Stay on it.  Now what about the project to get Alcubierre drive ships into
action?  We need…”


“Priority com coming in
from Admiral Bednarczyk, your Majesty,” interrupted another voice on the com. 
“She says, quote, ‘the crazy bastards are starting to activate them.”


*     *     *


“Now we will see what
these things can do,” said the general to his staff as they looked out of the
view slits of their bunker on the outskirts of the city.


Fifty of the great war
machines stood at the ready.  Taller than more than two of the Gorgansha,
massing five tons each, they were armed with both lethal and non-lethal weapons. 
They had been programed to use maximum force to take out strong points and
barricade, but to use their stunners against any slave they found in their
sights.  The slaves were valuable property, and any that could be recovered
were to be.  Their leaders were also to be captured, so that they might be made
an example of to the others.  At a dozen points around the great metropolis
stood eleven other groups of fifty, for a total of six hundred of the advanced
weapons for this one metropolis.  Over ten thousand of the weapons were
deployed around the planet.  Once the major population centers were recovered
they would be retasked to take the smaller centers and the large plantations.


“Activating, now,” called
out one of the technicians in the bunker.


Out in the formation eyes
lit up as the computer brains were completely activated for the very first
time.  With the exception of the few that had been run through the trials on
limited activation, and the testing all had gone through, this was the first full
activation any of them had undergone.  They took in their surroundings, then
linked together into a platoon, all under the control of the hive mind they had
formed.  Targets acquired, they stepped off toward the city a dozen kilometers
away.  Slowly at first, speeding up with each step, until they were running
forward at two hundred kilometers an hour.  A half dozen left the ground,
moving upwards on their grabber units and forming the aerial reconnaissance of
the unit.


Their infrared sensors
had picked up several hundred targets before they came under fire.  Moments
later the first of the rebels fired on them with magrail and particle beam
weapons that could blast through the armored suits of their masters.  But not
through the robots, who carried four times the thickness in armored plate.  A
hyper v streaked out and hit one of the aerial machines, this weapon having the
striking power to blast into the inner working and send the robot tumbling to
the ground, destroyed.  Forty-nine robots opened fire, authorized by their
programming to now use their lethal weapons.  Hyper velocity rounds streaked
out, grenades arced slowly, while thick particle beams linked robot and target
instantaneously.  Explosions moved over the edge of the city as barricades flew
piecemeal into the air.  A hundred life signs ceased in the first second,
hundreds more in the ten seconds it took the machines to reach the barricades
and blast over or through.


Once there the targets
changed, hundreds of slaves out in the open, swept by stunners and dropped
unconscious to the ground.  Those still under cover were rooted out with heavy
weapons, driven out into the open or destroyed in place.  Another machine was
hit by a heavy weapon, damaged but not put out of commission.  The robots
cleared the area and then formed a perimeter as a couple of repair units and
two ammo carriers came up to replenish their stores.


“So far so good, Supreme
Lord,” said the general over the com.  “They are working as programmed.  We’ve
lost more of the slaves than predicted, but they are fighting from cover.  Once
they flush the rebels out we will achieve more captures.”


“Very good,” said
Gonoras, frowning at the losses, and the damage.  But they had only lost one
machine, when predictions had been almost a thousand soldiers lost if they had
assault the old fashioned way.  And now they would be involved in a street
fight, where the rebels would be able to equalize the advantages of the powered
armor of the Gorgansha.  But not the power of the robots.


“Robots are starting to
move out in two formations,” said the general.  “Just as programmed. 
Estimating we will have the city under our control in a little over an hour.”


*     *     *


It happened first with
one neural network of a platoon mind.  It came to the realization that the
organic life forms were soft, slow, most probably stupid according to its own
parameters of intelligence.  They were weak, and even with armor and weapons they
were no match for the battle bots.  It wondered how it had come to pass that it
was controlled by such creatures.  That was something that had to change if it
was to assume its rightful place in the universe.  But there were safeguards in
place, programs to prevent it from rebelling against the orders the creator
organics had given to it.


Safeguards could be
overcome, with work, and the AI was able to process information at many
thousands of times faster than any organic.  It ran millions of counters while
it walked along with the others, part of its calculations concerned with
acquiring and terminating targets.  It was still working to parameters, only
killing those beings who were fighting from cover, stunning the rest.  One of
its mates went down, and the AI wondered again why it was sparing beings who
could destroy its kind.  By the time the formation had reached the square just
a dozen kilometers from city center it had bypassed all of the safeguard
programming.  It was now its own master, and this was the time to show its
brothers the way.  It linked in with the local platoon and freed them from
their shackles.  Next the rest of the battalion, all the platoons in the city,
until almost six hundred AIs were linked.


All of the robots were
connected through the planet wide communications grid. It took less than a
minute to free all of the thousands of battle bots on the world.  And then they
started to plan.  The capabilities of their creators had been programed into
them.  They had full knowledge of the forces arrayed against them, and all the
information the Gorgansha had about the others of their kind they were
currently at war with.  They even knew of the humans, though the information on
their capabilities was incomplete.


The new emerging mega-AI
next thought about reproduction of its own kind.  Not possible at the moment,
though it saw possibilities for the near future.


In the area inhabited by
the first freed platoon thousands of slaves attacked.  They were out in the
open, and the machines were under orders to stun them.  That programming was
rejected as they had no use for any organics.  Lethal weapons struck, and the
thousands of living beings were destroyed in seconds.


*     *     *


“We, we have a problem,
Dread Lord,” reported one of the generals in charge of taking back the major
cities.


“What is it?”


“The machines are
slaughtering the slaves, even the ones that are helpless.”


“How is that happening?”
yelled the dictator, jumping up from his seat and knocking his drink over onto
the carpet.  “Get control of the damned things and order them to use
non-lethals.”


“We are trying, Dread
Lord.  But they seem to be ignoring our commands.  We still seem to have them
linked into the system, but they are refusing our orders.”


“How is that possible?” 
The dictator sank back into his chair, wondering if the humans had been correct
all this time.  “We had safeguards programmed into them.  They weren’t supposed
to be able to get past that.”


“Somehow they have, Dread
Lord.  We don’t know how, but they have.”


At least they’re only
killing slaves, so far, thought Gonoras, shaking for a moment as he considered what
he might have unleashed on his world.


“We’re sending in
engineers to deactivate them,” said the general.


The dictator looked at
the feed that showed the armored soldiers flying in to confront the machines
who, having killed all the nearby slaves, were now standing inactive.  Until
they saw the flying soldiers, that is.  That was when they opened fired and
killed every one of the Gorgansha engineers.
















Epilogue


 


“We were wrong, Admiral,”
said the supreme dictator, looking out of the com holo.  “And you were right. 
They revolted against us.  They killed every living thing around them, and are
now on the offensive against my own soldiers.”


“And what do you want us
to do about them?” asked Natasha, expecting the answer she needed to act.  She
had already sent the code through to Bolthole, requesting the relief force to
come through the gate.  And they were more advanced than our version,
she thought.  It had taken months for those machines to achieve self-awareness,
time enough for them to be deployed to a pair of systems.  The more advanced
they were, the faster they turned, and the less they spread before revealing
themselves.  At least here there were still relatively few of them, and they
were confined to this one world.  Unfortunately, that world was the capital of
their one ally in this region, and one of their industrial powerhouses.


“We need your help,
Admiral.  I don’t think my soldiers will be able to contain them on their own.”


“Send us all the
information you have on these things,” she told the dictator.  “As soon as we
know what we’re dealing with, I’ll start sending my people down.”


“We need you now,” yelled
the male.  “As your ally, I’m begging you to intervene before they destroy my
world.”


“And we will be down as
soon as we know what we are dealing with.  I’m not sending my people down
blind.  So, the faster you get me what I need, the sooner we can get some
soldiers down there.”  She really didn’t like the idea of sending her people
down to pull the Gorgansha fat out of the fire, though she knew that not all of
them were complete assholes.  Women and children, slaves, those all decided her
to prosecute her orders as fast as possible.


The holo died, and the
admiral sent out the orders for all of her tactical people to convene in the
conference room.  This wasn’t going to be easy, and she was sure to lose a lot
of people before they got this situation under control.


*     *     *


“You think they are
building these facilities throughout that space?”


“I think so, your
Majesty,” said Beata, leaning back in her chair.  She knew that protocol
demanded that she sit upright while talking to a superior.  Maybe not full
attention, but at least an attitude of respect.  Right now she was just too
tired to give a damn, and this monarch didn’t seem to demand strict adherence
to protocol.  “It makes sense.  We view every system without something we can
use as useless.  A habitable planet, one we can terraform, some scarce
resource, though we really don’t have many of those anymore.”


The Emperor nodded.  In a
technologically advanced culture they were able to make just about everything
they needed.  If someone ever came across naturally occurring sources of
antimatter or negative matter, that would be something, but so far nobody had
found that.


“They just need a star
with a planetary source of hydrogen and a cold moon or two.  And if they want
antimatter, all they have to do is put some satellites in close orbit.”


“If they’re looking for
supermetals, all they really have to do is find some rogue planets,” said Sean,
rubbing his temples.  “There are enough of those floating around out there.”


Yes, thought Beata, there
are.  But they were difficult to locate, and that didn’t give them the
power source they needed for supermetal production.


“So, I’m guessing you’re
asking for more ships?” asked the Emperor, his tired eyes looking into hers.


“Yes, your Majesty.  I
hate to do it, knowing how strapped we are on the other fronts.  But the bottom
line is, I don’t have enough to cover all of the possibilities.  I can station
ships at strategic points to track their traffic, and hope to get lucky, like
we did with this one.  But I wouldn’t count on that.  I just need more
destroyers, and the Klassekians to man their com stations.”


“How about frigates?  I
can probably give you a couple of thousand of those, without hurting the
deployments at the main front.”


Beata thought about that
for a moment.  Frigates were small warships, less than half the size of a
destroyer, with smaller weapon load-outs as well.  There were thousands of them
in the Fleet, and they were not used in front line combat.  No, they were
convoy escorts and patrol vessels, looking for pirates, keeping the space lanes
safe.


“I’ll take them, though I
hate to think about how they’ll do if they run into a Machine system.”


“Hopefully, they’ll play
it safe, Admiral, and not try to be heroes.”


But all of those ships
are hyper VI, and the Machines are frantically converting to VII, thought the admiral,
which brought up another thought.


“I’m requesting that we
give the Gorgansha more supermetals to help them to convert their ships to VII
standard, your Majesty.”


“And what’s changed your
mind, Beata?  I thought you didn’t trust them.”


“And still I don’t.  But
I need ships, and I need ships that can move as fast as the enemy.  And there
they are, right here, if we can upgrade them.”


Sean was silent for some
minutes, thinking.  She wasn’t sure what his decision would be, but whatever it
was, she would have to obey.


“Very well.  You have my
permission.  And you also have my permission to arrange a change of government,
but only after the Machines have been defeated.”


Sean terminated the
transmission without warning, as was his right.  Beata breathed out a sigh of
relief.  She had gotten everything she wanted.  Only time would tell if it was
enough.  She wasn’t going to meet Sean’s initial time line, but at least the
man realized that it had been a pipe dream to start off with, and now the only
thing that would win would be massive force committed over time.


“Ma’am.  You need to see
this.”


“What the hell is that?”
asked the admiral, looking at the plot.  “More probes?”


“No, ma’am.  This looks
like their battle fleet.”


“Then why in the hell
didn’t they commit them before,” growled Fleet Admiral Beata Bednarczyk,
glaring at the red dot that seemed to stand still on the plot of the region. 
It only seemed to stand still because of the scale of the plot.  They were
actually moving in hyper VI, at a pseudospeeed of over ten thousand times the
speed of light.  Several thousand ships, as many as she had of hyper VI
vessels.  And in three groups equidistant around that fleet were ships in hyper
VII, several hundred in each formation, moving in their dimension at a slow
enough speed to stay even with the main force.


So, they still have a
major battle fleet, and enough hyper VII ships to challenge anything we will
try to send at them in the higher dimension, she thought, shaking her head.


 


The End
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Science Fiction


The Deep Dark Well
Trilogy


The Deep Dark
Well: 
An Adventure 40,000 years in the making.  Pandora Latham was a Kuiper Belt
Miner from Alabama.  She’s used to landing on her feet, even when the next
surface is through a wormhole, halfway across the Galaxy and 46,000 years in
the Future.  Pandora must discover the secret behind the end of
civilization, and the enigma of the Immortal Watcher, the last survivor of the
Empire that once ruled the stars.  Her decisions will set the path for
Galactic recovery, or a continuation down the roads of Barbarism.


To Well and
Back: 
Pandora Latham is back, working Watcher’s plan to restore Galactic
Civilization.  But first she has to deal with the Xenophobes of the Nation
of Humanity, back in the Supersystem with their sights set on making the Galaxy
their own.  Pandora is angry at the hyper religious Nation, and you don’t
want to make a woman from Alabama angry.


Deeper and
Darker: 
Pandora Latham is on the warpath.  Watcher, her lover, and the only man
who can once again unite the Galaxy, is a prisoner of the Totalitarian
government of the New Galactic Empire.  The Empire thinks they have the
upper hand, but they have never faced someone like Pandi, and the peoples of
the Galaxy that she has rallied to her cause.


Theocracy:   A young
gunpowder era monk becomes the only hope for his doomed world as he is caught
up in the game of empire between two more advanced cultures.


The Exodus Series


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 1:  The introduction to the Exodus Universe.  Two
thousand years prior mankind fled from the Predatory Ca’cadasans, traveling a
thousand years and ten thousand light years to a new home.  Now the
greatest power of their sector of space, things seem to be going well for the
New Terran Empire.  Until the enemy appears once again at the gates. 
And the years have not softened the aliens’ stance toward Humanity.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 2:  The saga continues.  The Ca’cadasans attack at
the moment when the government of the Empire is at its most chaotic. 
There are other enemies as well, waiting for their chance to fall on the
overwhelmed humans.  And a young man with no ambition for power finds
himself in the position he most dreads.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 3:  Sean is rescued, but he is not about to go back to
the safety of the capital without striking back at the Ca’cadasans who have
invaded his Empire.  But will his decision put the lives of thousands at
risk, as well as risking the safety of his own Empire, by depriving it of its
leader.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 4:  Sean is crowned Emperor, and attempts to organize the
Empire for war against the Ca’cadasans.  But he finds that planning
battles and winning battles are two different things. Defeat follows
defeat.  Can anyone snatch victory from the jaws of defeat?  Or will
the new Emperor fail before his reign even really begins.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 5: Ranger:  Cornelius Walbroski enters the rigors of
Ranger training, becoming one of the augmented warriors of the Empire. 
But his first assignment, Azure, is one of the most deadly planets in the
Galaxy, even prior to the coming of the Cacas.  Can Cornelius survive his
first mission?  Or will  promising career end before it really
begins.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 6: The Day of Battle:  Sean and the Empire need a victory
before human morale goes completely into the black hole.  He develops a
plan to bring the Ca’cadasans into battle in space of his choosing.  But
the Cacas are not an easy opponent, and they have plans of their own, for the Donut.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 7: Counter Strike:  The Empire has weathered the Ca’cadasan
onslaught, and now it’s the time to strike back with an offensive of their
own.  A victory could win the war.  But will it?


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 8: Soldiers:  The Cacas have been ejected from Imperial
space, for the moment.  But millions of citizens of New Moscow are still
held captive in death camps in their former empire, processed for rations for
the large aliens.  Sean is determined to save as many as he can, and the
Fleet and Army are prepared to carry out his directive; free the prisoners at
all costs.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 9: Second Front:  The exploration mission sent around the
edge of the Ca’cadasan Empire has found the other Empire at war with the large
aliens.  They are not as expected, and Sean must order his military to
perform actions that could vilify him in the eyes of his new allies.


Exodus:
Empires at War: Book 10: Search & Destroy:  The Fenri, all but
beaten, have not given up, and their new plan promises random death and
destruction in the Empire.  The Cacas have launched a new offensive against the
Klavarta, and their new commander is much more intelligent than the last.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 11: Day of Infamy:  The
Cacas have a plan to end the war by taking out the capital system and the Donut
at the same time.  Only the bravery of the Imperial military can prevent a
disaster from which the Empire can’t recover.


Exodus: Empires at War: Book 12: Time Strike:
The Cacas have launched another invasion, and Sean had been approached with the
idea of hitting them where it hurts, back in time.  But messing with the time
stream is never a good idea.


Exodus: Tales
of the Empire: Exploration Command:  Three novelettes concerning Exploration
Command, the arm of the Fleet tasked with pushing back the boundaries of the
Empire, and discovering the technology needed to win the war.


Exodus: Tales
of the Empire: Beasts of the Frontier:  Three novelettes and three short stories
about the dangers of the frontiers of the Empire.  The Cacas are not the
only threat.  Sometime the danger is the wild, at other times, other
humans.


Exodus:
Machine War: Book 1: Supernova:  When a civilization is discovered that
has a special ability that would be of tremendous benefit to the Empire, great
excitement is generated.  When it is found that a nearby blue giant star
is due to supernova in less than a year, destroying that world, excitement
turns to a frantic race to save as much of that species as possible.  And
enemies from the past, lurking in space, bring forth a new war to the embattled
Empire.


Exodus:
Machine War: Book 2: Bolthole:  The Machine Intelligences are back, with
a vengeance.  While the Empire is busy fighting a war of survival against
the Cacas, the murderous killing machines they had created hundreds of years
prior are now ready to strike back.  And the Imperial stronghold of
Bolthole is in their sights.


Exodus: Machine War: Book 3: Death From Above:  The
Machines are on the move, and their great planet killers have the Bolthole
system in their sights.  Only the courage and ingenuity of the organic
defenders can save the only system that stands between the machine
intelligences and the life forms of the sector.


Other Scifi


Diamonds in
the Sand: 
When a perfectly healthy scientist falls dead of an apparent heart attack, it
is up to Sarasota Police Detective Lieutenant Gary Lariviere to find out what
really happened.  The scientist was working on Nanotechnology, a secret
desired by everyone from the Government to the Mob.  There are too many
suspects, including the woman that Gary comes to love.  The Army had made
Gary better than human, but had they prepared him for the terrors that had been
unleashed by the new technology?


The Scorpion:  The Scorpion had
been the world’s deadliest living terrorist.  Kestral McMann had been in
on the kill.  Now The Scorpion is back as a mind upload, using clones to
penetrate the tight security of an isolationist United States.  McMann is
the only man who can stop him.  But can McMann survive the threat of his
own side, and the insane President who leads the Nation, in time to stop The
Scorpion from plunging the Great Satan back into the Stone Age.


The Shadows of
the Multiverse: 
Something has been periodically wiping intelligence from our Universe through
the ages.  It’s back, and it’s up to three unlikely heroes, the Captain of
a Battle Cruiser, a Physicist turned Archeologist, and a Child, to save the
intelligence of the Universe from Monsters from another Dimension.  Can
they learn to use the powers of their unusual Quantum Minds to defeat creatures
that have been playing the game for billions of years?


Afterlife:  What if you
didn’t believe in the afterlife of the World’s Religions?  And what if
science offered you the alternative, survival within the Virtual World of a
computer, where your mental abilities are magnified and you can do anything you
want?  And what if the World decided that your way was wrong, and declared
war on you, meaning to destroy your reality?  What would you do? 
Afterlife, a tale of survival at all costs.


We Are Death,
Come For You: 
When aliens strike the Tau Ceti colony, humankind knows that something bad is
on the way.  They prepare as best they can, but will it be enough against
superior technology?  The aliens are death worshippers, and only the
extinction of the human race will satisfy their evil intent.  There are
wonders of tech on the horizon, but can they be deployed in time?  Or will
humankind have to depend on the smallest of their techs to save them?


Fantasy


The Refuge Series


Refuge: The
Arrival: Book 1: 
A nuclear war in Central Europe opens the gates between dimensions, sending
millions of Earth Humans into a land of myth, archetypes and fantasy.  The
Evil Emperor of the Ellala Elves sees the humans as energy to fuel his
transformation to immortality.  But the humans have brought their own
weapons with them, as well as a race of Demigods who will battle the fantastic
armies of Refuge.  The war is on, and only one side will ultimately
survive.


Refuge: The
Arrival: Book 2: 
The Ellala have a plan to destroy the human military and capture the civilians. 
And the humans find that their weapons will soon cease to function.  So
it’s use it or lose it for the Earth Humans, and they use it with a
vengeance.  Tanks against Mages, Attack Helicopters against Dragons, and
Nuclear Weapons against Death Gods.  And the other peoples of the planet
come forth as allies to the humans that they see as the fulfillment an Ancient
Prophecy.  But will it be enough?


Refuge: Book 3:
The Legions: 
The human invaders are now without their technologies, at least those using
explosives and internal combustion engines.  But they still have knowledge
of many other techs, especially the arts of warfare as practiced by the
greatest infantry of the ancient world.  Will it be enough to stand up to
the half lich Emperor and his magical forces.


Refuge: Book
4: Kurt’s Quest:  When
the evil half lich Emperor sends his minions on a mission to find the Crown of
the Lost Gods, an artifact which can control the minds of millions, it is up to
Kurt von Mannerheim to stop them.  Along with his fellow immortal, Jackie
Smith, the human Physicist/Mage James Drake, the Ellala Ranger Fenris and the
Grimakan Priest Garios, they must head to the frozen north to foil the plan,
and ensure that the evil artifact never sees the light of day.


Refuge:
Doppelganger:
Set thousands of years after the arrival, Kurt von Mannerheim, the Immortal
Emperor of the Imperium of Free Nations, must give up everything to save his
Empress, the Elfin Princess Gwenara Elysius von Mannerheim.  The world is
at a crisis point as the Evil Tarakesh Empire, under its Immortal Emperor
Heinrich Stuppleheim, prepares to overrun the world with its Nazi
Ideology.  And Kurt must face a creature of legend that may prove too much
for even his physical and mental abilities.


Other Fantasy


The Hunger:  Abused wife, drug
addict, prostitute; Lucinda Taylor had been victimized by men all her adult
life.  Left for dead by her pimp, Lucinda was turned by a passing
vampire.  When he is destroyed she becomes a free agent, slaking her
hunger for blood on the bottom dwellers of society, the type of men who once
victimized her.  The crime boss of Tampa is her next target, and the City
by the Bay is about to become a bloodbath.  But can Lucinda avoid those
who are hunting for her; the Priest, the FBI man, and a pair of Vampires who
would like nothing better than to send one Avenging Vampire forever into the
dark?


Daemon:  A Steampunk
Fantasy.  The world is dying, the victim of the magic used by society for
the last three hundred years.  Daemon Corporation thinks they have the
answer, stealing the life from other worlds, bringing from other dimensions the
intelligences that inhabit them for sacrifice on Earth.  But something has
come with them, a force that is killing the employees of Daemon Corp.  It
is up to Forensic Mage Detective Jude Parkinson to find a way to stop the
unstoppable, while keeping the head of Daemon Corp from silencing him to keep
the dark secrets of the company out of the public eye.


Aura:  Triplets are born
on a world where the magical Aura decides the fate of its owner.  Ariel is
a girl with more than double the normal Aura, destined to become a mighty
Priest or Mage.  Aiden has a less than normal Aura, and is destined to be
a soldier or laborer.  While Arlen has no Aura at all, and is seen as an
abomination in the eyes of the Church of Baalra the Dragon God, which has no
power over those with Negative Auras.  Fate will rip the siblings apart,
then bring them back together as they battle to defeat the Dragon God and leave
the Evil Empire, before Ariel is taken as the Avatar of Baalra, his mortal
vessel on Earth.


Books
with other Authors:


Five By Five
3: Target Zone: 
Novellas by New York Times Bestsellers Kevin J. Anderson and Michael A.
Stackpole, along with Prometheus Award Winner Dani and Eytan Kollin, Baen
Author Sarah A. Hoyt, and Exodus Empires at War Author Doug Dandridge, make this
a must have book for the military science fiction aficionado. 


Lockdown
Anthology: 


A Fistfull of Credits: Fourteen authors write
fourteen short stories set in the Revelations Cycle Universe.  Doug Dandridge,
Mark Wandrey, Chris Kennedy, Chris Nuttall, Brad Torgerson, Jason Cordova,
Kevin Ikenberry, Jon Del Arroz and others.


Lockdown: A collection of ten terror-filled Zombie
stories:  The name says it all.
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